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Preface 


Crossing Red first appeared (in shorter form) in 
Dead as Soon as Born, my debut collection 
released in 2018. It was later expanded to 
include the flashback sequences and a new 
epilogue to continue the story. This story is 
part of the Woody Gibson Files. Additional 
stories are under development featuring the 
US Marshall of this story. 


discarded 
journal entry 


1992 


Is it just me? 


Why do people act like I’m crazy and weird? I don’t understand it. I 
feel normal. Normal enough, I guess. Everybody has their own shit 
to deal with. It can’t just be me. I know my grades suck and my dad 
sucks and I’m not one of those jock assholes. But there are people 
that have it worse. I’m in class with losers every day. I’m not the 
worst of them. I know I’m not. 


Sometimes I get really angry and can’t control myself. I know it. I 
just can’t always help it. Maybe I am fucked up. That’s what Dr. 
Reed tells me. She’s not nice, at least not to me. She calls me names 
a lot. 


Bitch. 
I don’t know why I’m even writing this down. Dr. Reed told me it 


could help me process things because I’m not very good at that. I 
rage too easily. But I think this journal is actually making me 


angrier. Kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it? 


audio transcript 


2018 


[Statement of Agatha Richardson on June 
14th, 2018 - 1:12 PM] 


As interviewed by Detective Albert Tuttle 
of the Tommyknockers Police Department 


Richardson: I told you when you picked me up, 
I'm not sure what he's doing. 


Detective Tuttle: Well, we're on the record now, 
Ms. Richardson. So, humor me. 


Richardson: You mean tell a joke? 


Detective Tuttle: No. Let's...just move on. 
Matthew Hart is your boyfriend, is he not? 


Richardson: Sometimes. We were together until a 


couple days ago. 
Detective Tuttle: What ended it? 


Richardson: Nothing, I s'pose. That's just when I 
last saw him. 


Detective Tuttle: Were you two on good terms? 
Richardson: We was normal. 
Detective Tuttle: How did Matthew seem to you? 


Richardson: A little irritated and tired. But he 
had me, anyway. 


Detective Tuttle: What do you mean he had you? 
Richardson: We fucked, detective. 


Detective Tuttle: When you were with him, did 
he say anything about leaving? 


Richardson: Leavin'? 
Detective Tuttle: The area. Moving away. 
Richardson: He never said anythin’ to me. 


Detective Tuttle: Did he ever talk about his 
trailer? Or his landlord? 


Richardson: He talked about his trailer like 
anyone talks about their home, I s'pose. 


Detective Tuttle: Nothing about the bills? 


Richardson: He was short on money, but he 
always is. We all are. 


Detective Tuttle: And his landlord? Did he ever 
talk about him? 


Richardson: You mean the old guy? 

Detective Tuttle: Tyler Parks. He was fifty-seven. 
Richardson: Yeah, I've heard about him. 
Detective Tuttle: What would Matthew say? 
Richardson: That he's a grumpy asshole. 
Detective Tuttle: Was this recently? 


Richardson: He may have said something 
recently, but I'm not sure. I don't really care what 
goes on with him and his landlord. 


Detective Tuttle: Uh-huh. 
Richardson: I don't like you writing so much. 
Detective Tuttle: I need my notes, Agatha. 


Richardson: Well, are we done yet? Why did you 
bring me in, anyway? 


Detective Tuttle: You came here willingly when 


we asked. You are not under arrest. 


Richardson: I know that. I just don't want any 
trouble. My brother once pissed off a cop on 
accident, and suddenly they were always looking 
for his car. Pulling him over for this stupid 
reason and that stupid reason. Out to get him, 
they were. And I don't want none of that. 


Detective Tuttle: Of course. 
Richardson: So, why is it? 


Detective Tuttle: You mean why did we ask you 
in? 


Richardson: Yes. 


Detective Tuttle: We are looking for your 
boyfriend, Agatha. He is in a lot of trouble. Do 
you have any way to contact him? 


Richardson: What for? What did he do now? 


Detective Tuttle: He's killed two people this 
morning, Agatha. 


Richardson: Bullshit. 


Detective Tuttle: One of the murders was caught 
on camera. 


Richardson: I don't believe you. 


Detective Tuttle: Do you have any way to contact 
him or not, Agatha? 


Richardson: I have his cell phone number. 


Detective Tuttle: Will you try to call him? Tell 
him to turn himself in? 


Richardson: Um...no. 
Detective Tuttle: No? 


Richardson: He isn't going to answer for me. He 
owes me money, and I told him not to come back 
without it. If he did what you say he did, I bet 
he's running. He's not good at clearing his head. 


Detective Tuttle: What do you mean? 


Richardson: I mean, once he loses it, it's hard for 
him to come back to reality. And if he truly 
killed someone, then he must have had a real 
bad episode. I seen it once. An episode of his. He 
gets blinded, so angry. He tends to self-medicate, 
I think you call it. To, like, not get mad so easily. 
Lots of drinking. He also has nightmares that get 
him going sometimes. A bit of a mental case, I 
guess. Good dick, though. 


Detective Tuttle: Agatha, people are in danger. 
Matthew is armed. You really won't help us? 


Richardson: I'm telling you. He won't answer. 


Detective Tuttle: Do you have any idea where he 
might have gone? Does he have a hiding place or 
an alternate address? 


Richardson: He likes the woods, I know that. 


Detective Tuttle: Uh-huh. Any woods in 
particular? 


Richardson: I don't know. 


Detective Tuttle: If you hear from him, will you 
tell us? 


Richardson: Why would I hear from him? 


Detective Tuttle: If he contacts you in any way. 
Or finds you. 


Richardson: Shit. You don't listen. He's not going 
to call me. He's not going to look for me. We just 
fuck sometimes. We ain't married. 


Detective Tuttle: Well then, who is he close to, 
Agatha? 


Richardson: No one really. He keeps to himself 
now that his mom is dead. His brother lives in 
Virginia or Maryland, someplace. And they hate 
each other. Matthew doesn’t really have any 
friends...he’s too weird and big, I guess. 


Detective Tuttle: I think we're done here. You 
can go. 


Richardson: Don't I get some sort of reward? 
Detective Tuttle: For what? 


Richardson: If you're looking for him, then you 
must be paying for information, right? 


Detective Tuttle: Get out. 


the swarm to tip 
the dominos 


2018 


M..... Hart was slightly taller than 


six feet, with broad shoulders and a layer of 
thick, black hair covering most of his body. He 
wasn't necessarily a mean man, but he lacked 
control and sense. He was often irresponsible, 
foolish, and temperamental. Little things could 
set him off with ease, even things as simple as 
the local Gas Mart not having his brand of 


cigarettes in stock. He’d yell and curse and 
slam his fist down on the counter, making a 
scene. There were people scared of him. 

He lost his job at King Karl's, the grocery 
store down the’ road, _ that way. 
Tommyknockers was a_ small, tight-knit 
community in southeast Tennessee with little 
in the means of work, so his job was replaced 
later that same day (no problem there). This 
left Hart in a bit of pickle, one he'd call “bad 
luck,” even though luck had nothing to do 
with it. They say one should never yell at a 
customer, let alone shove them aside. Matthew 
did his best not to be violent, but he had an 
aggressive nature. 

This was the sort of thing he had dealt 
with all his life, it seemed. He was now thirty- 
six, jobless, living out of a beaten trailer 
(behind on rent), and alone. He didn't get 
along with his brother—the only member of 
his immediate family still living—and his 
girlfriend, Agatha, had told him to get out 
until he paid her back. He didn't understand 
why she wanted his forty dollars so bad; she 
was doing better than him, working nights and 
dealing on the side. Agatha could afford to cut 
him some slack, the way he saw it. 


It used to be that Hart cared for his 
mother and lived with her in his childhood 
home. He jumped from job to job to help pay 
the bills and, unlike most, his mother enjoyed 
his company. For a time, at least. She 
eventually grew tired of his recklessness and 
kicked him out. The trailer he found got the 
job done but he squeaked by on payments. 
Now that he was unemployed again, it seemed 
likely he would lose the place. 

Shit runs downhill. 


TRKIK 


On the morning of June 14th, Hart got out of 
bed at sunrise, although he no longer had a 
shift to work. It was out of habit, and he 
cursed it. But he was up now, a little after six, 
and the sun had followed suit; he might as 
well get dressed and ready. 

But ready for what? 

The lawn was a mess, so there was that to 
do. His push mower was kept under a tarp 
around back and was a piece of shit. The 
handlebars constantly dropped too low no 
matter how often he adjusted their screws, 
causing him terrible pain in his back whenever 


he cut the grass. But it was a job that needed 
to be done; as worn as the rental property 
was, Hart kept things as neat as possible. Call 
it a quirk. Even his trailer was clean and 
organized to the best of his ability. 

When Hart entered his kitchen and 
tugged at his shorts, he opened the fridge and 
ducked his head inside. There were only three 
more beers on the shelf, and Hart knew he 
would need at least one to get the lawn cut. 
That meant he would need to pick up more 
later, but with what money? Granted, he had a 
little cash in his bank account, but without 
any new checks on the way following his final 
slip from King Karl’s, would it be smart of him 
to purchase alcohol? Hart didn't give that 
much thought. He opened the fridge, counted 
the beers, and decided he would need more by 
that afternoon. It didn't matter that his 
financial resources were dwindling. 

So, Hart got his clothes on—including the 
knife strap he always kept around his shin, 
except when sleeping or showering—popped 
open one of his few remaining beers and 
headed outside to work. But he didn't get 
further than rounding the driveway before his 
landlord, Tyler Parks, pulled into the gravel 


with his old Ford pickup like thunder and 
lightning, loud as could be. 


2 ee 


When Hart was eighteen, he graduated by the 
skin of his teeth. His father had died of a heart 
attack the year before, and his mother was 
supporting him and his younger brother with 
the help of the state. Though she worked, the 
money was certainly not enough; Henrietta 
Hart became so desperate that she started 
hooking as a result. Though Hart knew this, 
his brother, Jeremy, did not. Jeremy was still 
a sophomore at the time, two years younger. 
Hart had only found out about his mother 
because a boy he knew claimed to have paid 
her one night for a blow job. Hart had lost his 
cool then, found the guy, and beat the living 
shit out of him. 

Luckily for him, the police were never 
called. It wasn't until a couple months later 
that Hart got arrested for the first time, thanks 
to an underage DUI charge. His next offense 
would come in the way of marijuana 
possession the following winter. By the time 
his brother was entering his senior year, Hart 
had become a known loser around town. To be 
fair, it had been expected from most who 


knew him. Since he was a toddler, Hart had 
been known to throw violent tantrums and 
attack other kids. His anger didn’t get much 
better with age. Though he learned to channel 
it a little after graduation, he still killed 
someone at eighteen. But that was never 
discovered. 

Hart went to jail once, a few years later 
when he was twenty-two. He was pulled over 
for intoxication one too many times. He did 
ninety days and got two years’ probation. It 
was at the age of thirty that his mother kicked 
him out and he moved to Tommyknockers, a 
small town ten miles further down the 
interstate. He didn't see his mother or brother 
again until Henrietta died of a cocaine 
overdose a year later. The funeral had been 
pathetic. Open casket, though, which allowed 
Hart to say goodbye. He had missed her until 
the very end. 

His grandfather paid for what little there 
was and made sure to inform Hart there was 
no inheritance to give. His brother, Jeremy, 
had returned to Tennessee for the funeral, just 
long enough to see his mother off and tell Hart 
he was still a piece of shit. Then they went 
another three years without talking again. The 


day had been a bust, as far as Hart was 
concerned. 

He started his job at King Karl's that fall 
and kept it for five years. He had never done 
so well anywhere. But then he'd lost his 
temper and blown it. 

Thirty-six and with nothing to show for 
his sad, shitty existence. 


TROKIK 


When Tyler Parks stepped out of his truck, his 
face was as unpleasant as ever. Seeing this, 
Hart thought, Ah, shit. Not today, man. 

The first thing his landlord yelled was, 
“You know what day it is, boy?” 

Hart actually didn't, nor did he care. 
“Mid-week?” 

Parks stomped over to Hart, his crooked 
finger shooting forward like a sword in spar. 
“That’s very fuckin’ funny, Hart. It’s the 
fourteenth.” 

“So?” 

“So, you have not paid me rent yet. It's 
two weeks late!” His finger began to stab 
Hart's chest repeatedly, bending with every 
impact. “You do this too often, boy! I've been 


nice for too long. You need to get out. Today!” 

Hart put up his hands, which had 
immediately begun to shake. “Hey, Ty. Don't 
fucking touch. You know that.” 

Parks moved his hands onto his hips 
instead. “You have my money?” 

Hart thought about that. Did he? 
Certainly not in cash, but what exactly did he 
have in checking? Some, but enough for the 
rent? He didn't know. 

“T may have half,” he said, unsure. 

“That’s not enough. And I’ve given you 
too many chances already.” Parks shook his 
head in frustration. “You’re costing me. You 
must leave. Today.” 

“Come on, Ty. That's crazy. Today is just 
one day! How is that any notice?” 

Parks pounded his first into his open 
palm. “You have not paid me! You are two 
weeks late! You don't deserve a notice. You 
signed a contract. You knew what the lease 
terms were.” 

Hart could feel his anger rising, trying to 
get the best of him. “I'll give you part of it, 
okay? And you give me more time to find a 
place.” This was a compromise, and a fair 
compromise in his opinion. It didn't matter 


how many times Hart had been late. People 
were people, and sometimes it was hard to 
gather scratch on time. 

Parks stared at him, trying to make his 
decision. Finally, he shook his head 
vehemently and said, “No. No! I'm done with 
you. Get out! Today! I will come back at five. 
And if you are still here, I will be calling the 
police.” He turned back toward his truck, 
putting the discussion to an end. 

Hart's whole body was shaking now. And 
when that happened, so did bad things. Things 
that tended to get him into trouble. Though 
he’d gone years without any physical 
altercation, his recent experience at the 
grocery store had flipped a dormant switch. 
He tried to hold back, he really did, but the 
swarm in his head took over. And once that 
happened, Hart could only ride out the storm 
that followed. 

So, just as Parks was opening his truck 
door, Hart tossed aside his beer, charged 
forward, and grabbed him by the back of the 
hair. He then took his landlord's head and 
slammed it into the truck three times with as 
much strength as he could muster. Once he'd 
finished, he let go, and Parks collapsed to the 


gravel in a heap. 

“You are crazy,” Parks groaned, his eyes 
crossed and unable to focus. “Something... 
something is wrong. What have you done, 
boy?” 

Hart looked down at him for several long 
seconds, hoping the storm had passed, but it 
hadn't. His arms were still pulsing, and his 
head was still surging. So, he opened the truck 
door, lifted Parks by the hair into the 
presented gap, and screamed in his face. 

Parks began to thrash, hoping to break 
free. “What are you doing? Let me go!” 

But Hart could no longer hear him. His 
head had become a swarm of angry bees, 
commanding him to slam the truck door. 
Which he did. Again and again, howling all 
the while. 


TRI 


In the fourth grade, Hart was suspended for 
three days after a fistfight broke out between 
him and a popular student in his class. When 
asked why he did it, Hart was unable to give 
them an answer to their liking. 

“T don't remember. I just went red.” 


The principal called in his parents (his 
father was still alive at the time) and made a 
show of questioning him again with them 
bearing witness. Hart told them the same 
thing he'd said just an hour earlier to Mr. 
Frederick. 

It wasn't until that evening that his head 
had cleared enough for him to really replay 
the altercation back in his memory. Tommy 
Wringer had been making fun of him in the 
playground—this being during recess—and 
when Hart told him to knock it off, Tommy 
only got louder, gathering a crowd around 
them. Next thing Hart knew, he was on top of 
the boy, pushing his face into the sand and 
yelling. 

He told his mother this after dinner, and 
she had a private conversation with his father 
that he didn't get to hear. When they called 
him back a little later, they had decided he 
would start talking to the school therapist 
upon his return to classes. 

Dr. Reed didn't treat Hart nicely. Hart 
could tell she was purposefully pushing his 
buttons every session they had together. When 
he told her what Tommy had said—calling 
him nothing but a poor idiot—she'd replied, 


“So?” 
There were few others Hart ever hated as 
much as he hated her. 


TRIKE 


When Hart opened his eyes again, he found 
himself falling in the grass beside the 
driveway. He must have stumbled backwards 
without remembering, the red having taken 
over sufficiently. But now that he was able to 
shake off the swarming bees, Hart could see 
Tyler Parks slumped within the frame of his 
truck door, quiet and still. To make matters 
worse, his landlord’s face was smashed bloody, 
and his right eye was dangling free of its 
socket like a taunting pendulum. 

“No,” Hart said, almost too quietly to 
hear himself. “No, no, no...” 

He blinked several times, hoping the 
scene before him could and would change, but 
Parks remained slumped and still. Dead out in 
the open for any passerby to see. 

Finally, Hart picked himself up and 
inched toward the truck with his hand held 
out before him. When he felt Parks around his 
neck for a pulse, Hart was unable to locate it. 


He cursed then, knowing he’d gone too far and 
couldn’t go back. 

“You idiot,” he said, inching away, into 
the grass. “What did you do?” His eyes jumped 
to the road, less than a hundred yards away. 
What if someone drove by? He needed to act 
quickly. 


TRIE 


Richard was a lousy father, not so much with 
his youngest child, Jeremy—who he treated 
almost princely—but to Hart. When Hart was 
a young boy, Richard would yell at him on a 
daily basis, always shoving him aside and 
never showing him love. He was also a lousy 
husband to Henrietta, who he often beat with 
a belt. She'd come out of their room with 
angry welts from their fights, sometimes 
bloody and limping. 

When Hart was twelve—and his 
hormones were raging—he'd had enough of 
his mother being abused by his father. He 
confronted Richard during one of his episodes, 
and the two fought. Though the police were 
called by the neighbors, the family acted as if 
nothing had happened. False alarm. Nothing 


to see here. But following that day, Hart and 
his father had an ongoing trade of physical 
assault between them. 

When Hart got detention for harassing a 
girl he liked in school, his father trashed his 
bedroom and then laid in wait for his son to 
return home. When Hart did, his father 
appeared from behind and tossed him into the 
desk, yelling, “Are you fucking stupid, boy?!” 

But Hart always got him back. For every 
strike his father landed, Hart did something in 
return. It wasn't always physical, but vengeful, 
nevertheless. In response to that throw, Hart 
took all of his father's work shoes and burned 
them out back. It had been going into the 
weekend, so his father didn’t notice their 
absence until the following Monday. 

When Richard died of his heart attack 
during the summer leading into his oldest 
son’s senior year, there may as well have been 
a celebration. Henrietta wouldn't show it in 
front of her boys, but Hart could tell she was 
pleased on some level to be rid of the man. 
Though Hart was not allowed at the funeral, 
he still made a scene by placing a homemade 
sign out front of their house the day of 
Richard’s lowering. When his mother came 


home that afternoon and saw it, she simply 
pulled it from the ground without a word to 
Hart. He knew it was because she didn't quite 
disagree with the sentiment, just the 
presentation itself. For weeks, the sign 
remained in their closet. 


THE WORLD LOST A PIECE OF SHIT THIS 
WEEK. 
MY FATHER. GOOD RIDDANCE. 


TRIKIK 


Hart was in a panic. As he scanned the yard, 
his eyes fell upon the trash can (which was 
due for pick up the following morning), and 
he rushed over to it. There was only a single 
bag inside, so he pulled it out and tossed it 
aside. He then rolled the can down the 
driveway to where Parks rested and left it 
open beside the truck. 

This will work, he told himself. Stuff him 
in, the truck will come tomorrow, and he'll just 
disappear. 

Luckily for Hart, he was a large man. His 
back may have been iffy, but he was able to 
push through the pain long enough to lift 


Parks—a relatively frail man—into the can, 
before then folding the landlord’s legs into an 
awkward position, thus allowing the lid to 
close properly. Thank God the receptacle was 
on the larger side of ninety-five gallons. 

Moving the can to the curb was actually 
the hardest part. The wheels did not want to 
budge easily atop the gravel, so Hart really 
had to work for it. By the time he'd gotten the 
can into position, he was exhausted and 
sweating in the early morning heat. 

“Now what?” he asked aloud, examining 
the property. Surely, this would buy him time, 
but still, he'd killed a man that would be 
missed; Hart needed to leave the state and 
disappear. This wasn’t like last time when he 
had help, someone who covered his tracks. 
Matthew didn’t know how to handle this on 
his own. His instinct was to run and hide. 

I need to hurry, he told himself for the 
tenth time, heading quickly inside his trailer 
to pack a bag. Once he had the basics—some 
clean clothes, his toothbrush and toothpaste, 
some snacks and the remaining beers—he 
returned outside to his car. He didn't bother to 
bring along his phone or its charger; he 
figured he would need to replace them 


elsewhere. Maybe later in the day once he'd 
gotten some distance from Tommyknockers. 

But he didn't have much in the way of 
food, and nothing in the way of smokes. So, 
he'd have to swing by King Karl's quickly, no 
matter how much he despised the place. 
Afterwards, he would hightail it out of town 
and pray no one connected him to Tyler Parks’ 
disappearance. 

Hart was acting too rashly against time to 
realize his landlord's truck was still on the 
property, abandoned, and speckled in blood. 


sixteen (part 1) 


1998 


D ude, you’re going the wrong 


99 


way. 

Matthew Hart, a sophomore for only a 
month longer, turned from the creek to face 
his friend, Ricky. “Huh?” 

Ricky waved his hand and said, “The 
markers are down the hill. Not over there.” 
Tattoos of flames danced up his arms, 
camouflaging the scars across his wrists. He 
was twenty years old, out of high school and 


known for taking advantage of teenagers. Hart 
was his latest victim, someone he aimed to 
train for drug deals and robberies. In one 
hand, he held a rifle. In the back of his 
waistband, a revolver was tucked safely away 
for later. They were headed to a range hidden 
in the woods; there, Ricky would teach Hart 
how to shoot a gun. 

“Sorry,” Hart said, leaving the creek to 
follow his friend. The water had distracted 
him. He was drawn to nature, always had 
been. The mountains were his safe place. 
Where Ricky was taking them, he’d never 
been. They’d walked a half mile so far, just 
beyond the trailer park where Ricky lived. 

“How much further?” he asked, eyeing 
their surroundings. 

“A minute or two. You see the spray paint 
on that tree? The hill comes next.” Ricky lifted 
his rifle to inspect its mounted scope. “At that 
tree, you'll see the markers. We can hit some 
from up here if you want. But the distance 
might be a bit advanced for a newb like 
yourself.” 

Hart bit down on his tongue, annoyed. 
“Let me see the gun,” he said, holding out a 
hand. 


Ricky passed the rifle over and told him, 
“The safety is off, so watch where you point 
that thing.” 

Hart took the lead and began toward the 
spray-painted tree. Once alongside it, he 
peered down the hill at the markers below. 
They were about a quarter mile away, hidden 
amongst the trees. Hart spotted one with a 
clear view and raised the scope to his eye to 
view its bullseye. 

“You haven’t done this before, right?” 
Ricky asked, stopping beside him, and 
watching. 

“Not with a scope. And it’s been about 
five years.” 

Hart lined up his shot and pulled the 
trigger. Leaves scattered near the target, 
kicking up a cloud of dirt. 

“Damn.” 

Ricky clapped his hands twice. “Dude, 
that was actually good. You were close. I 
didn’t know you'd be so easy to get going.” 

Hart lowered the rifle and turned to 
Ricky. “Get going for what?” 

Ricky grinned. “I have some work if 
you're interested. Easy money. But there’s still 
more to teach you. It’s just nice to know you 


can handle a gun.” With that, Ricky began 
down the hill slowly, careful not to slip. 

Hart watched him go a moment before 
following suit. 


grand theft auto 


2018 


W.. inside King Karl's, Hart 


immediately attracted the attention of the 
assistant store manager, a fat man by the 
name of Arnold Coleman. Hart did his best to 
ignore him, but Coleman approached him in 
the cereal aisle to ask what he was doing 
there. 

“Shopping, of course,” Hart said, trying 
to control himself. He despised Coleman; he'd 
been the one to call Hart into his office and 


fire him loudly for all to hear. 

“Why not go to another store?” Coleman 
said, eyeing Hart. 

“Because I'm allowed to shop wherever 
the fuck I want,” Hart told him, taking a box 
of Frosted Flakes down from the shelf. “So, 
leave me alone.” 

“T'll be watching you on the cameras,” 
Coleman said, making his turn away. “And 
any funny business, I'll call the cops.” 

“Just shoppin’, asshole.” 

Coleman wobbled off. Hart wanted to 
hurt him, but he managed to keep the bees at 
bay. His body was exhausted from the event at 
his trailer, so that was probably working in his 
favor now; he just didn't have the energy for 
another fight so soon. 

While at the registers checking out—with 
a cart full of cereal, pop-tarts, granola bars, 
and other dry snacks, along with two cases of 
beer—Hart noticed Coleman standing by the 
Customer Service desk, his arms crossed, and 
his eyes glued on Hart. 

“That will be sixty-two, fifty-seven.” 

Hart returned his attention to the cashier, 
a young girl just out of high school. He read 
her name tag and flashed a smile. 


“T'll be using my card, Debbie.” 

The girl pointed to the machine in front 
of Hart. “Just swipe it here and follow the on- 
screen instructions.” 

Once he'd finished checking out— 
wondering how much he now had remaining 
in his checking account, and if he should go 
by the bank to simply empty it—Hart headed 
out the automatic doors with his middle finger 
held up in Coleman’s direction. 


TRIKE 


The first time Hart had a meeting with Dr. 
Reed, she made it very clear that she thought 
little of him. In fact, she came right out and 
told him he was a stupid boy at the end of that 
session, saying his body was guided by a weak 
mind that relied too heavily on _ his 
exaggerated emotions. And although she was 
right to some degree, Hart didn't appreciate 
hearing it from a so-called professional. Aside 
from his father, an adult had never spoken to 
him this way before, and it angered him. 

“Let's see, Matthew. What should we 
discuss today?” she asked the next time he 
entered her office. 


Hart shrugged, not wanting to talk, not 
wanting to be there. 

“How old are you now?” 

“Nine.” 

“You're a big boy for nine. Have you 
already started puberty?” 

Hart felt uncomfortable. “I don't know. 
But I'm about to turn ten.” 

“Well, are you getting hair in new places? 
Feeling hostile more often? Like, you have 
more energy than you can handle? Or maybe, 
not enough to get through the day?” 

Hart shrugged again. 

“Are you unable to use your brain and 
answer my questions, Matthew?” 

He glared at her. “I'm not having 
puberty.” 

“The way you act sure makes it seem like 
you've started,” she said, writing something 
down on her pad. “And your size is surprising 
for your age.” 

“My mom says I'm going to be really big 
one day.” 

“You already are. Maybe that's the 
problem. Is your body growing faster than 
your brain?” She said this with a smile that 
Hart loathed. 


“Why are you mean to me?” he asked, his 
arms beginning to shake. 

“IT am looking for you to outburst, 
Matthew. I want to see how you react to 
things.” 

“Why?” 

“To better understand you,” she said. “I 
can see you're trembling right now. Is that 
because you're mad at me?” 

“T guess.” 

“You guess? Do you not understand 
anything about yourself, Matthew?” 

“Shut up.” 

“That's a demerit.” 

“That's not fair!” 

“Don't yell at me, Matthew.” 

She was smiling again. 

“Do you get along with the other kids in 
your class?” she asked. 

“T guess. Some.” 

“Who don't you get along with, and 
why?” 

“Tommy.” 

“The boy you attacked?” 

“He was making fun of me!” 

“Why did you think physical violence 
would be the answer?” 


“Huh?” 

“What made you think attacking Tommy 
would solve your problem?” 

“Tt shut him up.” 

“That's true. But it also got you into 
trouble and landed you here with me. Was it 
worth it?” 

Hart thought about that. 

Dr. Reed waited, watching him process. 

Finally, Hart said, “I guess not.” 

“So, tell me what happened then.” 

“With Tommy at recess?” 

She nodded. 

“He was calling me stupid, and saying I 
pee myself because I'm so stupid. Which isn't 
true!” 

“Were there other students around?” 

“Yes. He was making fun of me in front 
of everyone.” 

“And what did you do? Did you ask him 
to stop?” 

“Yeah.” 

“But he didn't?” 

“No.” 

“You told Mr. Frederick you saw red. 
Explain that to me.” 

Hart didn't know how, so he shrugged. 


“Do you often see red?” Dr. Reed asked. 

“Not a lot. Just sometimes when I get 
really angry.” 

“Do you lose control when you see red?” 

“T guess.” 

“Do you remember the things you do 
when you see red?” 

“Not at first...but I do later.” 

“So, seeing red is like a blind rage for 
you.” 

“T don't know...” 

“What else happens when you see red?” 

“Um...1 can't hear anything. Just the 
bees.” 

“What bees?” 

“The ones in my head. They start buzzing 
really loud. Like they're angry.” 

Dr. Reed wrote something down. “I see.” 

“What?” 

“Matthew, I think you're going to be in 
therapy all through school. Maybe beyond 
that. And do you know why?” 

He shook his head. 

“Because you can't properly handle 
distress. You simply explode.” She shook her 
head in a mockingly sad sort of way. “That's 
just the kind of thing that happens to simple- 


minded people. And you are most certainly 
one of them.” 

Hart didn't know why she hated him. 
She'd shown him disgust the moment he'd first 
entered her office and continued to do so until 
he moved into middle school. It was much 
later that he found out she'd once dated his 
father, Richard, as a teenager in the seventies. 

After that, he no longer wondered. 


TRIKE 


As Hart pushed his shopping cart across King 
Karl's parking lot, he noticed the Honda 
parked beside his Echo, the owner's key fob 
resting forgotten in its cup holder. He stopped 
between the two vehicles, preparing to load 
his trunk, and thought, I should probably switch 
Cars... 

And this was a nice one. A recent model, 
at least a few years younger than his own 
vehicle. 

Hart scanned the parking lot to see if 
anyone else was outside, but it was just him. 
Casually, he peered back at the store, hoping 
that Coleman had moved his attention onto 
something or someone else. And he had; no 


one was by the display windows looking 
outside the mart. 

Do it, Hart told himself. If the police find 
Parks, they may come looking for my shitty Echo. 

“But not this,” he said aloud, grinning. No 
sir, not in a 2015 Honda Accord. 

So, as casually as he could, Hart moved 
his packed bag from his Echo into the 
unlocked Honda and followed it with his 
groceries. Once he was done, he wasted no 
time in getting away from King Karl’s. He left 
his shopping cart pressed up against his own 
vehicle, grabbed the key fob from the cup 
holder, and started up the Honda. 

Once he'd left the parking lot, he let 
himself relax by turning the stereo up loud. If 
he was going to be on the run, then why not 
enjoy it? 


TRI 


Sergeant Kelly Fogel had been up since four 
that morning, making sure to get her time in 
at the gym before reporting to duty. It was 
part of her daily routine, and important to her. 
If she didn't keep in shape—Lord knew too 
many of her co-workers did not—then she 


wouldn't be able to keep at the top of her 
game, which was simply unacceptable by her 
standards. 

Sgt. Fogel was a heroine. She'd saved 
multiple people over the years, including a 
would-be-rape-victim from a man the force 
spent months trying to locate. People regarded 
Fogel highly, and the community knew her 
well. Not only was she good at her job, but she 
was also kindhearted and easy to befriend. 

She had no idea what kind of turn her 
day would take in the coming hours, but she 
thought herself prepared. She'd exercised, had 
her coffee, and cleaned her firearm. She felt 
good, damn good. She'd even slept well the 
night before, which seemed to be her biggest 
struggle in life. 

The car theft didn't cross her radio. It had 
taken place in Tommyknockers, several towns 
over from her location in Winslow, where she 
was parked in an empty lot shooting radar. 
However, around nine-thirty in the morning, 
she did hear from dispatch that a suspicious 
vehicle had been reported just around the 
corner from her, a white Honda Accord. She 
immediately got on the comm to tell Officer 
Baker she would look into it and started her 


cruiser. 
KKK 


Hart had stopped off in Winslow to eat his 
breakfast, which consisted of a granola bar 
and an apple from his earlier grocery 
purchases. He was starving and in need of the 
break, despite having only driven a little over 
an hour from Tommyknockers. He doubted 
anyone would notice Parks any sooner than 
the garbage truck's arrival the next morning, 
so stopping didn’t seem like much of a risk. 

Having been on a long, back road at the 
time, he'd simply pulled off into the grass of 
someone's front yard to quickly eat his snack. 
There was no shoulder to speak of, but he 
hadn't expected anyone to be upset by his 
stopping. And yet, within several minutes of 
being there, the police were called for 
trespassing. The caller had even provided 
Hart’s license plate, which was reported stolen 
from Tommyknockers just forty minutes 
earlier by its owner. 

If Hart had known any of this, he would 
have immediately left the area. But he was 
oblivious and hungry, his attention focused 


solely on the snacks in hand. When a police 
cruiser pulled up behind him and flashed its 
lights, he nearly started the car to run. But 
then what? The officer would surely chase and 
catch him. No, he needed to think of 
something else, and quickly. 

Sgt. Fogel didn't approach Hart’s driver- 
side window as he’d expected; instead, she 
spoke into a speaker from beside her cruiser. 
“Step out of the vehicle, put your hands in the 
air, and get down onto your knees.” 

Hart cursed and thought of the knife he 
had concealed within his pant leg, the one he 
always had on his person. Did he dare? He'd 
already killed one person that day. Would 
another really matter at this point? Especially 
since the police were clearly looking for him 
now, which he hadn’t anticipated so soon. 
Killing Parks wasn’t going to be swept under 
the rug or go undiscovered. 

To appear as if he was following 
directions, Hart stepped out of the car with his 
hands held above his head. 

“Did I do something wrong, officer?” he 
asked, turning to view the sergeant. “I was just 
stopping to eat a snack.” 

“Get on your knees in the grass. The 


vehicle you are driving was reported stolen 
this morning,” she called to him, replacing the 
speaker handheld. 

Fuck me, Hart thought with some 
annoyance. He'd never considered the vehicle 
being his downfall. And so quickly he’d been 
cornered! 

He cursed his bad luck repeatedly and got 
down on his knees in the surrounding grass. 
Luckily, his knife was located on the side of 
his shin, but this would still be a difficult 
position for retrieving it. And the sergeant 
needed to be closer anyway for him to attack. 
As long as she stood at a distance, he was 
helpless. Surely, she wouldn't wait around for 
assistance, would she? 

Sgt. Fogel grabbed her radio and spoke 
into it, quietly enough that Hart could barely 
hear her. 

“T have the suspect pulled over and out of 
the vehicle. Will detain now.” 

She replaced the radio and began toward 
him, her hand resting on the hip of her gun 
holster. “Don't move,” she told him sternly as 
she neared. “You are under arrest for grand 
theft auto.” She moved around him, keeping a 
nice distance at first, but then stepping closer 


from behind to take his arms. 

That’s when Hart made his move. He 
dropped himself sideways and kicked hard 
into Fogel's left knee, pushing it painfully 
inward with a loud snap. She screamed in pain 
and fell into the spot Hart had been waiting. 
Before she could pull her firearm—which she 
immediately went for—Hart produced his 
knife (thanking God for the baggy jeans he'd 
worn that morning) and shoved the blade into 
the side of the officer’s neck. A spurt of blood 
surprised him, and he stumbled backwards. 
When he did, Sgt. Fogel brought forth her 
firearm unsteadily and pulled the trigger. 
Though the shot went too wide, the sound 
split Hart's left eardrum, and he howled in 
pain. 

Sgt. Fogel was bleeding profusely from 
the knife in the side of her neck, but she 
wasn't going to stop. She tried to straighten on 
her broken kneecap and aimed her Glock once 
more. Hart saw her moving and rolled just in 
time. He launched his large body onto Set. 
Fogel and knocked her onto her back. For a 
moment, they wrestled for the gun, but Hart 
struck her hard in the face. Stars danced 
before her eyes as Hart stood with the Glock, 


held it before him, and fired twice. 

The seconds that followed felt like hours 
to him. He stood in a daze momentarily before 
turning toward the house up the slight hill. He 
could see an old woman looking out her 
window, screaming into a phone. Surely, she 
had called the cops once more. 

This is bad, he realized, returning from his 
trance. 

But he couldn't take the Honda again. 
They would be looking for it. 

He considered the cruiser momentarily 
before telling himself the department probably 
had it tracked on GPS. 

So, he turned toward the woods on the 
opposite side of the road and ran. 


sixteen (part 2) 


1998 


L. the woods a mile beyond the trailer 


park, Ricky taught Hart how to properly hold 
and fire both his rifle and revolver, as well as 
how to load them and use their safety locks. 
They spent several hours with the markers, 
taking turns until they finally ran out of 
ammunition. As they gathered their things, 
Ricky reached into his pack and produced a 
bottle of water. He tossed it to Hart and said, 
“Tonight, we hit Robin’s house.” 


“Who?” 

“She’s a friend. I pay her to let my boys 
practice.” 

Hart took a drink from his water and 
shook his head. “I don’t know what you 
mean.” 

“She won’t be home. But she’ll know 
we're coming,” Ricky explained. “We break 
into her house, for practice. Make sure you 
can handle it before trying the real thing.” 

“She doesn’t care?” 

Ricky gave his toothy grin. “Like I said, I 
pay her for the trouble.” He pocketed his 
revolver and began toward the hill. “Come on. 
Pll call her from the trailer.” 

Hart looked back at the targets before 
moving. He wondered about Ricky, if he could 
be trusted. He’d heard the rumors like anyone 
else; Ricky was manipulative and suspect at 
the best of times. There was even a story 
about a thug in California sending Ricky to 
Tennessee to distribute a new drug around the 
tri-city area for them. Some sort of blue shit. 
Ricky seemed a bit young for that to be true, 
but Hart told himself to remain cautious, 
nevertheless. If the rumors were true, Ricky 
might be the type to kill him over a simple 


mistake. 

But the money...Ricky had promised him 
a grand for every house he hit. There had to 
be more to it than just stealing valuables. Hart 
wasn’t the brightest but even he knew 
something was probably being held back from 
him. It kept his eyes open. 


TREK 


That night, after dark, Hart met Ricky in a 
middle-class neighborhood near the school. 
Robin lived in a house without any close 
neighbors, surrounded by trees. Her property 
was located in the back of the neighborhood 
where only six other houses stood scattered in 
a stretch of two miles. It was an ideal target; 
no one would hear a breaking window or a 
shouldered door, not even in the silence of 
night. 

As promised, Robin’s house was dark and 
supposedly empty. To keep with the charade, 
Ricky instructed Hart to dress in black with his 
hair and hands covered. Hart arrived on his 
bike and found Ricky parked beside the 
basketball court in the park. Robin’s house 
was another five minutes deeper into the 


neighborhood from there, Hart learned prior 
to climbing into Ricky’s Town Car. 

“Don’t be nervous,” Ricky told him as 
they left the park in their rearview. “Though 
we are breaking into this place, it won’t be 
reported. Robin went out with her friends 
tonight so that we could do this undisturbed. 
You need practice. She knows this. And when 
she gets home in the morning, she’ll just call 
Tag to fix whatever we end up breaking.” 


“Who’s Tag?” 
“Does it matter? He’s her fucking 
handyman.” 


“How often do you do this?” 

“Practice at Robin’s? This will be the 
fourth time. Why? You ask too many fucking 
questions, dude.” 

Hart looked out the window at the 
passing houses and thought of Dr. Reed. “I 
do?” 

“Yeah. Knock it off.” 

Hart shrugged and said nothing else. Just 
thought of Dr. Reed and how he wanted her 
dead almost as much as he wanted his father 
dead. He hadn’t seen her in years, but she still 
occupied his mind often. He wondered if she 
lived in this neighborhood, if they could find 


her and kill her. Was he capable of such a 
thing? Sometimes, he wondered. 

“You good, man?” 

Hart snapped out of his daze and realized 
they were parked outside a dark house in a 
long gravel driveway. “Uh, yeah,” he said, 
straightening in his seat. “I guess I fell asleep.” 

“You were fucking drooling, man, but 
your eyes were open.” Ricky shook his head in 
disgust and threw open his door. “Get it 
together. Jesus.” 

Hart climbed out of the Town Car and 
eyed the house. “This it?” 

“No shit, Sherlock.” Ricky snickered, 
rounding the car and handing Hart a crowbar. 
“Now, get to work. Let’s see what you can 
handle.” 


TRIKE 


He met Robin the evening after. Ricky took 
him back to her house for dinner and drinks. 
Robin was a little older than Ricky, maybe 
twenty-three or so, and far too good looking 
for the likes of a criminal redneck. Hart 
immediately wondered how they ever met and 
became friends. 


“So, you're the new guy?” she asked him 
as they took seats in the living room. The 
place looked different in the light. It was clean 
and well decorated. Not at all what Hart had 
expected from a friend of Ricky’s. 

“T guess,” Hart replied, not sure what else 
to say. 

“T take it you haven’t done any jobs yet?” 

Hart shook his head. Ricky disappeared 
into the kitchen to get them drinks. Robin 
leaned forward to whisper while he was out of 
earshot. 

“Watch your back with him,” she said. 
“Trust me.” She sat back once more and 
stretched. “Just how old are you, Matthew? 
You look like a goddamn football star.” 

Hart smiled, embarrassed. “Sixteen. But 
I'll be seventeen in a couple months.” 

“What do you drive?” 

“Nothing yet.” 

“Ever been with a woman?” 

Hart swallowed. “No.” 

“What about a man?” 

“No.” 

“Well, who gets you going?” 

He wanted to say you do but held his 
tongue and looked away. 


Ricky returned with a case of beer and a 
bag of chips a moment later. As he placed 
these things down on the coffee table, Robin 
asked him to heat a bowl of nacho cheese for 
dipping. Ricky eyed Hart a beat before leaving 
again. Robin leaned forward to continue 
whispering as she had a minute earlier. 

“You don’t have to be shy,” she told Hart. 
“You look older than me, you know? 
Handsome, too. Maybe you stay behind 
whenever Ricky leaves?” 

Hart choked and quickly grabbed a beer 
for a drink. Robin leaned back and laughed 
lightly, her eyes looking Hart up and down. 

“Do you, uh...do you and Ricky ever...?” 

She smiled and shook her head. “No. I 
mean, once. But I was drunk, and he took 
advantage. That’s kind of his thing.” 

Ricky shouted from the kitchen: “I heard 
that!” 

Robin shouted back: “Don’t tell me you 
didn’t know!” 

Hart eyed her a moment before deciding 
this was normal banter for the two of them. 
When Ricky returned with a bowl shortly 
after, he appeared amused and not at all 


angry. 


“She come onto you?” he asked Hart, 
dropping himself onto the couch beside Robin. 

“Um...” 

Robin answered for him. “I did.” 

“Lucky you,” Ricky said to Hart. “I 
suppose you deserve a night of fun before your 
first hit.” 

“My first hit?” 

Ricky nodded with a _ cheesy chip 
approaching his lips. “Tomorrow night, you’ve 
got a job to do.” 

“What is it?” 

“Tt’s what you did. But with a list.” 

“What kind of list?” 

Ricky chewed and_ swallowed his 
mouthful before replying. “The kind of list 
that tells you what the fuck to do,” he said, 
meeting Hart’s gaze. “Don’t you worry. It pays 
a G, remember? That’s too good for your 
damn questions.” 

Robin shook her head. “You can be such 
an asshole, Ricky. He’s new to this. Take it 
easy.” 

Hart took a long drink from his beer 
before finding the courage to ask Robin, “How 
do you come into this? Besides offering the, 
uh, practice space.” 


Ricky laughed. “Bold.” 

Robin smiled and replied, “I find the 
work. Well, some of it.” 

“She’s the boss here,” Ricky said. “There’s 
a chain of command, you know? For the tri- 
city area, she’s our manager, you could say.” 

“Who’s above her?” Hart asked, the 
alcohol making him reckless. He was already 
down a bottle in his nervousness, ready to 
start another. 

“Now, that is a question to keep to 
yourself,” Robin said, her eyes narrowing to 
study Hart. “Maybe one day you'll find out. 
Maybe you won’t. Frankly, it doesn’t matter 
right now. Just do the jobs passed down to 
you and you'll get paid handsomely for your 
trouble. Got it?” 

Hart nodded and took another drink. 
Ricky watched him closely for several long 
silences before saying, “How about a movie 
before I go?” 

Robin tossed the remote into his lap. 
“Have at it. I’m taking the new guy outside for 
a smoke.” She looked at Hart and _ stood. 
“Come on, Matthew.” 

Hart stood with his beer and followed her 
onto the back deck. Against the railing, she 


leaned forward to look across the lawn at the 
woods backing her property. 

“How do you do in school?” she asked 
him. 

“Just enough to pass.” 

“Better than I thought,” she sighed, 
procuring a cigarette and Zippo lighter. After 
taking a deep, quiet drag, she said, “It may 
seem like you work for Ricky, but you work 
for me. He’s just your trainer and messenger. 
Don’t let him fool you into thinking he’s 
special.” 

Hart kept his mouth shut and listened. 

“T consider myself friendly enough and 
accommodating. But don’t fuck with moe. 
Otherwise, my boss will come down on you 
hard enough that you'll be able to stick your 
tongue in your own ass all you want. He’s not 
someone you want to see here in Tennessee.” 

Hart drank his beer and stared out at the 
trees. There was a gentle breeze in the night, 
brushing against his arms and making him 
shiver. 

“Why did you join Ricky in the woods the 
other day?” she asked him. 

“T, uh...don’t have many friends.” 

“Well, as long as you don’t fuck up, we 


can be friends. Yeah?” 

“Sure,” he nodded. 

“And tonight, we’ll be very good friends. 
Do you know why?” 

“Because you want us to sleep together?” 

“For this reason,” she said, passing him 
her cigarette. “I need you to be fearless. A 
virgin isn’t fearless. They still have too much 
to look forward to. You get your dick wet; I 
own you and your fear. I’ll make you stronger. 
Pll unleash your potential. You understand?” 

Hart took a drag from her cigarette and 
nodded. “I think so.” 

She smiled. “Good.” 


manhunt 


2018 


H.. had never run so hard in his life. 


He crossed through the woods and reached the 
other side—the back lot belonging to a 
sandwich shop—about the same time Sergeant 
Fogel was being loaded into an ambulance as 
Sheriff James Connell played back her cruiser's 
dash cam. 

Parked along the side of the building was 
a Pappy Horn's delivery truck, a vehicle 
roughly the size of a mailman's truck. Hart ran 


tiredly over to it and threw open the back 
doors. Inside were towers of boxes containing 
chips, but toward the front of the vehicle was 
the driver entering a store order into his 
handheld. The young man immediately looked 
up and over at Hart, startled. 

“What are you doing? Get out of here.” 

Hart showed him the stolen Glock and 
said, “You're taking me out of here.” 


TROKIK 


Ray Pitolli had always worried his job at 
Pappy Horn's would get him hurt—their trucks 
were old and unsafe—but he’d never expected 
to be hijacked. When Matthew Hart climbed in 
through the rear doors of Ray’s truck with a 
gun in hand, Ray didn't know who the man 
was or why he was running. The police were 
just then seeing his face on camera and 
identifying him, so there hadn't been any 
public alerts yet made (not that Ray had his 
radio switched on to warn him; the damned 
thing never worked). 

As Ray started up the truck, his hands 
shook with terror. Though he desperately 
wanted to look over his shoulder at the large 


man who had commandeered his vehicle, he 
didn't want to press his luck, so he kept his 
eyes forward. This psycho could have just as 
easily shot him and taken the truck by force 
but hadn’t. Maybe that counted for something. 

“Get us on twenty-six, the fastest way you 
can,” the hijacker yelled over the roar of the 
truck’s engine. 

“East or west?” Ray asked, almost too 
quietly to hear. 

“Which comes first?” 

“West.” 

“Then do it. And act normal. Keep the 
speed limit.” 

Ray nodded, wanting a drink of water. 
His mouth was suddenly and quite terribly 
dry. 

“If you do anything to get us attention, 
I'll shoot you,” the hijacker said, tapping Ray 
on the shoulder with his Glock. Then he 
disappeared into the back, getting situated 
amongst the boxes. A minute later, Ray could 
hear the crunching of chips being eaten. 

I need to call Fiona, he thought. Somehow. 
Unfortunately, he'd left his phone in the 
printer bag, which was currently resting 
behind his seat. 


Fiona was his wife, and she was back at 
the house as pregnant as could be, currently 
on maternity leave. There was no way he was 
going to get himself killed today, especially 
over a shitty truck full of chips. Fuck that. He 
would take this guy wherever he wanted, and 
then find a way to leave in peace. 

The fact that the guy hadn't straight 
killed him gave Ray hope his gunman wasn't 
interested in pulling the trigger if he could 
avoid it. He kept that in mind and tried to 
remain calm. 


TRIKE 


They had a positive ID within an hour of 
responding to Sgt. Fogel's squad car. A 
detective in Tommyknockers was sent to 
collect the girlfriend for questioning, while 
Sheriff Connell spoke with Arlene Hold over 
the phone. She was the TBI spokeswoman 
currently on her way into Winslow to meet 
with him. The acting Director, Sully Furgeson, 
was in his office preparing for what would 
come next: a manhunt. 

“You don't go after one of our own and 
get away with it,” Arlene told him as she 


drove. “We will get an alert sent out shortly. 
Everyone will be looking for this guy.” 

“What is our next move?” Sheriff Connell 
asked, knowing the answer. 

“Press conference.” 


blue alert 


2018 


{Tweet by the Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation} 


TBI 
@TBInvestigation 


We're issuing a Tennessee Blue Alert for Matthew 
Hart, the person-of-interest in the shooting death 
of a Vanna County sheriffs deputy. He is 
believed to be armed and dangerous. 


Spot him? Call 911! 
[image attached] 
10:10 AM—June 14, 2018 
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A half hour later, they were on the interstate 
and Hart was thinking, So far, so good. 

Though he had no way to check the news 
—having accidentally left his phone back at 
King Karl’s with his car, sitting right there in 
the cupholder—Hart didn't think the police 
were aware he'd taken a chip truck as his 
getaway. 

But how far could they go in this thing 
before he'd need to make a change? He'd bet 
by five or so, the kid's boss would be calling 
for him to return. Then what? If he let the kid 
go, he'd probably call the cops the moment 
Hart vanished around the corner. And if he 
didn't let the kid go, maybe the boss would 


report the truck stolen. Either way, Hart 
would receive unwanted attention. 

Better not ride this out too long, he decided. 
Maybe a couple hours, and then he'd make a 
switch of some sort. He just needed to figure 
out how and where. 

And whether or not to let the kid live... 


TRIKE 


The following report appeared on _ the 
community news site, Vanna Support, shortly 
after the Tennessee Blue Alert went live: 


Winslow Sergeant Slain by Car Thief 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 10:22 a.m. ET June 14, 2018 


WINSLOW—A Vanna County deputy, currently 
unnamed, died in the line of duty this morning 
while responding to a call regarding a suspicious 
vehicle that had been reported stolen earlier in 
Tommyknockers this morning. The call was 
placed in Winslow, off Old Garamond Road, 
which passes through the town in its residential 
sectors. 


Shortly after the Winslow deputy arrived on 


scene, the Sheriffs office lost communication. 
According to the WPD, another call was placed 
just moments after their last contact with the 
deputy, in which a resident reported shots fired. 


The currently unnamed deputy was declared 
dead on scene upon arrival. 


The suspect has just been identified as Matthew 
Hart, with the help of the deputy's dashboard 
surveillance from the responding cruiser. The 
vehicle Hart was driving, a white 2015 Honda 
Accord, was reported stolen just an hour earlier. 
Hart appears to have left the scene on foot, 
abandoning the vehicle. 


The TBI, which is leading the manhunt and 
investigation, has just issued a Tennessee Blue 
Alert, used in the matters of fallen or injured law 
enforcement officers. 


Matthew Hart is described as being 6'1”, large, 
muscular, and hairy. He is considered armed and 
dangerous. 


Law enforcement is asking residents to call 911 if 
they see Hart, but not to approach him 
themselves. He is currently believed to be on foot 
and armed. 


This is an ongoing story. Check back later for 


updates. 
aR 


Avery Muntz—head of the Pappy Horn's 
district where Ray Pitolli worked—was sitting 
at a sad desk eating a snack when his cell 
phone rang. He looked at the screen for the 
caller ID and cursed when he saw it was Dave 
from the Grocery County in Winslow. He 
checked the long chart dangling from his 
bulletin board and saw that it was Ray 
assigned to the stop. 

“Hi there, Dave. What can I do for you?” 
he answered after this quick clarification. 

“Well, Ave, I got a problem,” Dave began, 
his tone plagued by obvious annoyance. “Your 
boy, Ray, didn't bring us enough of the Party 
Pack size, and we've got the BOGO sale that 
started yesterday. The day is just starting to 
pick up, and I can already tell our shelves will 
be pathetically low by the end of it. Ray may 
be back tomorrow, but that's not soon enough. 
Your section is about to look like shit.” 

Avery cursed under his breath and 
sighed. “I hear you, Dave. I'll call him to do a 
second pull, and in the meantime get the 


warehouse to set aside the product in 
preparation for his swing back around. It will 
probably be a couple hours, though.” 

“That's fine. Just make sure he comes by 
this afternoon.” 

“T will.” 

Dave ended the call without responding. 

Avery cursed again and stood. As he 
looked up Ray's contact card in his phone, he 
began out of the office and toward the 
connected warehouse building. The phone 
rang and rang, but no one answered. When he 
got the voice service, he left a short message. 
“Ray, call me back. We need to return to your 
Grocery County today.” He then lowered the 
phone and entered a text message that went 
into further detail. 

Once it was sent, he located one of the 
loaders and told them he needed two cases of 
every flavor in the Family Pack size set on the 
dock for pickup. 


>Re 
Ray Pitolli heard his phone ringtone—a clip 


from “Bicycle” by Queen—from the printer 
bag and knew what it would mean for his 


current situation. 

“What's that?” the hijacker asked, 
standing from his makeshift seat and leaning 
through the cab passageway. 

Ray hesitated but answered. Better to 
keep him happy, he thought. 

“That's my phone.” 

“Where's it coming from?” 

“The bag behind my seat. The one I put 
my handheld inside before we left.” 

The hijacker rummaged through the bag 
and brought out the phone. “It's good you 
weren't carrying this on your person,” he said, 
laughing. “I hadn't thought of you having 
one.” 

Ray's grip on the steering wheel 
tightened. What kind of idiot am I dealing with? 

The hijacker brought up the lock screen 
and swiped away the listed notifications, 
including the recently issued Blue Alert, 
without pause. Then he said, “What's your 
password?” 

“8-2-2-6” 

The hijacker was quiet as he unlocked the 
phone and saw the Phone icon flashing 1 in its 
corner. He opened the list of calls, and said, 
“Who is Avery?” 


Ray sighed. “That's my boss.” 

“Someone in trouble?” 

“Not necessarily, but he never calls just to 
chat.” 

“Well, he left you a voicemail.” 

“It's usually basic, like, 'call me,’ and 
click.” 

The phone beeped and the hijacker said, 
“Now, he's just sent you a text.” 

“Can I ask what it says?” 

The hijacker didn't reply. Instead, he took 
a minute to slowly read the message himself as 
Ray continued down 26W, going under the 
speed limit to keep them from getting too far 
too quickly. 

“What's a second pull?” the man asked 
finally. 

“It means I have to return for a second 
visit. Drop off more product, or at least work 
what I have in back-stock.” 

“He said you have to return to your 
warehouse to pick up the stuff.” 

“Shit.” 

“Where is your warehouse?” 

“We passed the exit a while back. We're 
not even in my sales district anymore.” 

“What happens if you don't respond?” 


“He will probably keep calling and 
texting until I do.” 

“And then what? If you still don't 
answer.” 

Ray shrugged, realizing what the hijacker 
must be thinking. “I suppose he will look my 
truck up on GPS, so he can know where I've 
run off to.” 

The man grunted angrily. “Where is the 
tracker?” 

“For the truck? I don't know.” That wasn't 
quite the truth. There was an odd_ box 
attached to some space below the light 
switches, and it had a blinking little bubble 
that drove him crazy when driving in the dark 
hours. Ray had always assumed this box to be 
the tracker, and he was right. 

“We need to part ways soon,” the man 
said after some pause. “What's the next small 
town?” 

“Um...I think the exit to Helvetica is up a 
little further. Maybe five minutes.” 

“Take it.” 

With that, the man returned to the cargo 
and sat down between the boxes. Ray sighed 
in relief but reminded himself stopping wasn't 
the same thing as being allowed to live. 


TKK 


Matthew Hart was beyond stressed, but he was 
keeping it together as best he could. Though 
he had some shakes, they were mild and 
mostly stemming from his building anxiety. 
The problem was he didn't know the area. He 
wondered if he could possibly use that to his 
advantage; maybe get lost purposefully in the 
woods. The cops probably wouldn't find him, 
especially with the numerous mountain ranges 
at his disposal. 

No, that's stupid, he told himself. Then 
what would he do? Likely starve to death. 
That was no sort of plan. 

Going into the woods could just be 
temporary, he thought. And once he felt he was 
in the clear, he could wander back out, steal a 
new ride, and leave the state. Once out of 
Tennessee, he'd have to figure out a new plan, 
but he could consider that all later. One step 
at a time. Any more than that and Hart was 
liable to fumble and get caught. He could only 
plan so much without confusing himself and 
forgetting parts. 

Helvetica, huh? He didn't know the town, 
though he may have heard of it. He wondered 


where in Tennessee they were; his geography 
was shit, and he knew they hadn't been 
driving long. He couldn't have been more than 
two or three hours from Tommyknockers. He 
wondered if Tyler Parks’ corpse had been 
discovered or not. 

Well, I have a phone now, he reminded 
himself, looking down at the driver's cell. I can 
actually look shit up. 

So, he opened the web browser and 
searched for his landlord's name. When 
nothing showed of interest, he decided to 
check his own name. That brought up a slew 
of links, including one from the Vanna 
Support website. He read their posted report 
and felt a cold shock rush through his veins. 

They had begun a manhunt for him. The 
police were working with something called the 
TBI. He didn't even know what that was, had 
never heard of it. But the final line stated Hart 
was believed to be on foot, which was 
inaccurate. He thanked his luck for that; he 
was probably far from their current search 
area then. Or so he hoped. 

“How's that exit coming along?” he 
asked. 

“Less than a minute, I would guess,” the 


driver said. 

“Good.” 

He still hadn't decided on what to do 
with the kid. 


the truck, the 
trailer, and the 
trash 


2018 


S heriff James Connell stepped out first, 


though he was just one of many arriving 
outside Matthew Hart's trailer. He saw the 
Ford pickup and crossed to it before doing 
anything else. He looked into its cargo bed, 


saw it was empty, and moved forward to the 
cab. He looked through the window—careful 
not to touch anything—and spotted the usual; 
trash, some folders, a can of Skoal. 

He was about to step away and continue 
toward the trailer (several officers had already 
approached it and were walking the 
perimeter) when something caught his eye on 
the lower side of the door. He crouched in the 
gravel and put on a pair of disposable gloves 
as he leaned forward for a closer look. 

“Hey, Gibson, is it? Come over here a 
minute.” 

U.S. Marshal Woody Gibson was a tall, 
lanky man with a bushy mustache. He made 
his way over to Connell and took a knee 
beside him. “What have you found, Sheriff?” 
he asked. 

Connell pointed. There was a_ small 
spatter of blood going from the side of the 
door and onto the main frame of the cab. 

“Uh-huh,” Gibson said. “Let's open her 


up.” 

Connell used his gloved hand to unlatch 
the door and pull it forward several inches. 
There was more blood on the inside of the 


frame, as well as the driver's seat where the 


pump handle was located. “A truck wasn't 
listed for Matthew Hart,” Connell said with a 
sigh. “So, who does this belong to?” 

“Run that plate and get back to me,” 
Gibson said, standing. “For now, we may have 
a body nearby. Let's get to lookin'.” 

Connell wasn't sure what to think of the 
Marshal, but went along with him, 
nevertheless. He called one of his officers over, 
filled them in, told them to identify the truck 
owner, and then began walking for the trailer. 
“We don't have a warrant yet,” he said, seeing 
the way Gibson was eyeing the front door. 

“Don't need one,” the Marshal said. 
“We've got at least one person dead, and a 
deputy at that. Fuck a warrant. Knock the door 
in, will you?” 

Knowing Gibson was probably right in 
the sense that the DA would probably care 
little about jumping ahead a bit, all things 
considered, Connell approached the door and 
gave it a hard kick. There wasn't much to it; 
the door busted open with ease. 

“Let's take a look now,” Gibson said, 
stepping behind Connell. 

The sheriff entered first and shouted, 
“Winslow PD! Is there anyone here?” 


When no response came, he entered the 
trailer fully with the Marshal close behind. It 
didn't take long to give the place a look; there 
wasn't much to it. But neither man liked the 
trailer’s cleanliness. 

“Does this look like the home of a 
criminal with a record?” Gibson asked. 

The sheriff shook his head. “Not 
particularly.” 

“We must be dealing with a mentally 
disturbed man,” Gibson said, shaking his head 
sadly and eyeing a small shelf near the 
television. “Even his fuckin’ pornography is 
alphabetized.” 

“What are you getting at?” 

“An anal suspect is generally not right in 
the head,” Gibson continued, sighing. “At 
least, in my experience. And I would 
constitute this cleanliness as a bit anal...well, 
shit.” He walked back outside, leaving Connell 
behind. 

The sheriff wasn't quite done so quickly. 
With his gloves worn, he snooped around a 
little, finding nothing worse than a bit of 
marijuana. A commotion began outside 
minutes later, and so he headed outside 
quickly to see what had been found. 


A crowd had gathered at the bottom of 
the driveway, Gibson among them. As Connell 
got closer, he heard someone pass along the 
message to another officer: 

“We've got a body.” 


TKK 


Source: www.thevannasupport.com 
Car Thief Kills Two; Manhunt Continues 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 12:42 p.m. ET June 14, 2018 


WINSLOW—Earlier this morning, a Vanna 
County deputy, now known to be Sergeant Kelly 
Fogel, died in the line of duty during an 
altercation with Tommyknockers _ resident, 
Matthew Hart. The incident took place on Old 
Garamond Road in Winslow sometime before ten 
this morning and ended with Hart on the run 
and Set. Fogel deceased. 


Shortly after identification was made of the 
suspect, the TBI (Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation) issued a Blue Alert statewide. 


Tommyknockers PD then aided Winslow PD and 
the TBI in the search of Hart's home, where a 


truck belonging to Tyler Parks was discovered. It 
was then reported that the body belonging to Mr. 
Parks was also discovered on scene, stowed away 
in a trash receptacle parked at the end of the 
suspect's driveway. 


The U.S. Marshal Service has since joined the 
manhunt for Matthew Hart. 


TBI acting Director, Sully Furgeson, had this to 
say during a press conference at 12:30: 


[video upload inserted on screen] 


“Matthew Hart needs to realize the weight of 
what he has done and turn himself in before this 
gets any worse. Our best men and women are 
now on the lookout for him, and we have joined 
forces with local PD and the U.S. Marshals. It's 
only a matter of time now before Hart is 
captured. We will find him.” 


Matthew Hart is described as being 6'1”, large, 
and muscular. He is considered armed and 
dangerous. 


Law enforcement is asking residents to call 911 if 
they see Hart, but not to approach him 
themselves. He is currently believed to be on foot 
and armed. 


This is an ongoing story. Check back later for 
updates. 


joe’s subs 


2018 


E.. Old Garamond Road, law 


enforcement had spread out through the 
surrounding properties and woods. Officers 
Leeland and Hannity had been a pair combing 
the trees opposite the crime scene. They'd 
come out behind a series of buildings, 
including Joe's Subs, a Roadrunner gas station, 
and a Little Caesar's. They'd already checked 
with employees and their surveillance cameras 
at the Roadrunner and Little Caesar’s and were 


now headed to the little sandwich shop. 

Behind the counter was an_ athletic 
looking man in his mid-thirties, slicing meat 
for his containers. As soon as he spotted the 
officers, he said, “Is this about that guy they're 
looking for?” 

Officer Leeland took the lead. “Matthew 
Hart, yes. He killed one of our deputies about 
a half mile or so through the trees behind your 
building.” 

“Well, I'm Joe. Obviously. What can I do 
for you two?” 

Hannity left to explore the shop, deciding 
to check the chip and drink selections first. He 
needed something. Lunch had been skipped. 

Leeland said, “I'm assuming he never 
came inside here?” 

“No. I would have called you guys, no 
doubt.” 

“You have cameras up outside. Are they 
functional?” 

Joe nodded. “They are. I haven't thought 
to check them. I usually don't go through the 
recordings unless I have a reason.” He came 
around from behind the counter and directed 
Leeland to a locked door in the corner. “My 
office is through here. I'll show you how you 


can check through the system, and I'll leave 
you to it.” 
“Thank you.” 


TRIKE 


Agatha Richardson was back home, frequently 
checking online for updates on the Hart 
manhunt. She couldn't believe Matthew had 
been so stupid, and yet...it didn't sound all that 
far-fetched the more she considered it. He'd 
always had a bad habit of getting too 
emotional, too angry too easily. His brain 
would shut down in those moments, and it's 
not like he had that much to shut down to 
begin with. She didn't generally think her on- 
again-off-again boyfriend was an _ idiot, 
but...yeah, maybe he was a little. He had to be 
to kill a cop. The state was coming down on 
him for it now. 

The landlord, she understood that kill. 
But for Matthew to have turned on a uniform, 
he must have felt cornered. Surely, he had 
been on the run for killing Parks at the time, 
so maybe he'd been completely on edge. Over 
it, even. That seemed reasonable. But still, 
how could he have justified killing a cop? 


Wouldn't he have realized the consequences? 
You kill anyone in law enforcement, you 
become wanted number one in the area. How 
long could someone really hide from that? 

He's as good as dead, she told herself. 
There goes that forty bucks. 

And although she had told the detective 
she wouldn't bother calling Matthew, she had 
gone ahead and done that following her 
interview. But, as she'd expected, he didn't 
answer. She'd called several more times since 
then, and each time produced the same result. 
Maybe he doesn't even have his phone, she 
thought. Would he have been smart enough to 
ditch it? Because if he had it, wouldn't the cops 
trace his location? 

They were still thinking he was on foot. 
Agatha doubted that. Either the media didn't 
know the latest as they thought, or the cops 
just didn't know he'd gotten a different vehicle 
along the way. Matthew liked the woods, sure, 
but nothing around here would have sufficed. 
Not considering how many people were after 
him. She was sure he'd gotten another car at 
some point and gone driving. The only way 
he'd stop now is if he decided to disappear 
into the mountains. And he could, reasonably 


enough, but how long could he last out there? 

She doubted Hart possessed the _ true 

wilderness skills to hunt and provide himself 

with shelter using nothing but what the forest 

provided. He’d eventually run out of food and 

water and come sheepishly out of hiding. 
Wouldn't he? 


PRK 


Hannity poked his head into the shop office to 
check on Leeland's progress, and said, “What 
have you got? Anything?” 

“You're just in time, actually,” Leeland 
told him. “I've just about gotten to the time 
frame I would expect to see him if he came 
out behind here.” 

Hannity leaned over the back of the chair 
to watch the footage as Leeland played it in 
real-time instead of fast-forward. There were 
three screens from three outdoor cameras. 
They were ignoring the other monitor, which 
was used for the two indoors. 

In the corner of one of the screens, they 
could see a parked truck. A man in khakis and 
a polo shirt had just exited from the front of 
the shop and was on his way toward the truck 


with a bag slung over his shoulder and a 
device in his hands. 

“A vendor,” Leeland said. 

“What company is that?” Hannity asked. 
“I can barely read the side of the truck. The 
lettering is cut off at this angle.” 

“There are chips in the image. Maybe 
Frito-Lay?” 

They watched for several minutes as 
nothing happened. They could somewhat see 
the driver sitting behind the wheel, working 
his device still, but there was nothing else. Not 
from any of the cameras. 

“Maybe fast-forward some _ more,” 
Hannity suggested. 

Leeland pointed at the time stamp on 
screen. “Nah. We could miss something. I bet 
we've got no more than a ten-minute block 
here to really watch. If we get through that, 
then I'll fast-forward.” 

Another minute passed, and_ then 
Matthew Hart appeared from the corner of the 
screen showing the side of the truck. 

“Bingo!” Leeland said. “That's him, isn't 
it?” 

They watched as Hart went straight to 
the back of the truck, popped open its doors, 


and jumped inside. From the front, they could 
then see the driver turning around in his seat, 
an exchange of words likely taking place. 
Within seconds, he was facing forward again, 
this time starting the engine. From the back, 
the doors were then shut by Hart, though they 
could only see a glimpse of his arm for a split 
second as he reached out to grab the furthest 
door. 

The truck moved forward five or ten feet 
—turning the wheels just enough that the 
officers were given full view of the lettering: 
Pappy Horn's Chips—and then stopped again, 
not far from the roadside. Very faintly through 
the side window, a hand appeared holding a 
gun, which was tapped against the driver's 
shoulder. Then it vanished. The truck drove 
off a moment later and left the screen entirely. 

“We've got a goddamn hijacking,” 
Leeland said, shaking his head. “Definitively.” 

“And Hart is armed, as suspected.” 

“Get Joe, will you? I need a copy of this.” 
He turned to smile at Hannity. “We now know 
he's driving, and what.” 


TERK 


As they headed back outside (their cruiser 
parked a good half mile away), Leeland got 
Sheriff Connell on the phone with a DVD-R in 
hand. “Boss, we've got good news.” 

“We could use it.” 

“Hart came out behind Joe's Subs,” 
Leeland told him, turning toward the back lot 
with Hannity. “We've got security footage of 
him taking a vendor truck at gunpoint. One of 
those Pappy Horn's vendors.” 

“What time was this?” 

“A little after ten-thirty.” 

“Could you see which way they went?” 

“They turned left. Ramps to twenty-six 
are that way.” 

“And he has the vendor with him?” 

“He did at the time of leaving. And we 
saw Fogel's gun in hand, so he's definitely 
armed.” 

“How about the truck number?” 

“T couldn't read it in the footage. Not the 
greatest quality. But I'm sure you can call the 
district supervisor and find out who delivers to 
Joe's Subs. Then we'd have the truck number.” 

“Great job, boys. Head on back. We need 
all the hands we can get.” 

“Yes, sir.” 


TKK 


Sheriff Connell—now separated from Marshal 
Gibson—phoned TBI Acting Director, Sully 
Furgeson, to pass on the news. 

“T'll call back as soon as I have that truck 
number.” 

“In the meantime, I'll have twenty-six, 
and eighty-one for that matter, under strict 
surveillance by highway patrol,” Furgeson told 
him. “If we have to, I'll block off travel lanes 
to do checks of any of those trucks passing 
through.” 

“It may be best to keep a distance until 
he exits off the highway,” Connell thought 
aloud. “That way, less collateral if he comes 
out shootin'.” 

“Tll take that into consideration. But 
James, what if he plans on riding the 
interstate until he runs out of gas? This could 
easily become a chase. I'd rather avoid that.” 

Before Connell could speak again, 
Furgeson ended the call, saying, “I've got to go 
and get the ball rolling. Keep me updated.” 

The sheriff sighed and eyed his office, 
having just returned to Winslow PD. “Jesus, 
what a mess,” he mumbled, thinking it was 


about time he had his morning coffee he never 
got the chance to pour. 


TRIKE 


Source: www.thevannasupport.com 


Manhunt for Hart Continues; Two Slain, Grand 
Theft Auto 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 1:13 p.m. ET June 14, 2018 


WINSLOW—Earlier this morning, starting in 
Tommyknockers, murder suspect Matthew Hart 
began his slew of crimes by killing his landlord, 
Tyler Parks, and stealing a car from the local 
King Karl's Grocery Mart. He was then 
approached by Sergeant Kelly Fogel on Old 
Garamond Road in Winslow, where he managed 
to kill the deputy in an altercation. 


We have just received word that new footage has 
been found, showing Hart stealing a Pappy 
Horn's delivery truck from behind Joe's Subs in 
Winslow. 


The TBI, U.S. Marshal Services, and Tennessee 
Highway Patrol have all joined the manhunt for 
Matthew Hart. The THP has provided a 


helicopter, which is currently being prepared for 
flight. 


Matthew Hart was last seen in the back of a 
Pappy Horn's delivery truck, number and license 
plate currently unknown. We will update this 
information as soon as we have it. 


Matthew Hart is described as being 6'1”, large, 
muscular, and hairy. He is considered armed and 
dangerous. 


Law enforcement is asking residents to call 911 if 
they see Hart, but not to approach him 
themselves. 


This is an ongoing story. Check back later for 
updates. 


sixteen (part 3) 


1998 


| he lists were sometimes strange. On his 


first job, Hart was tasked with collecting a 
manila folder labeled SZALAJKO, as well as a 
laptop and desktop from a well-kept property 
in a ritzy neighborhood off the highway. He 
had expected money and jewelry, not this. But 
when his second job came around, he wasn’t 
given a list at all; instead, he was told to trash 
the place and spray paint a message on the 
wall: LEAVE IT BE. 


Both jobs were done with Ricky waiting 
nearby in his car. Both lists were provided to 
him by Robin. When he tried asking questions, 
Ricky threatened to dock his pay. Hart learned 
to keep his mouth shut, though he couldn’t 
help but wonder. 

At school, he visited the library during 
his lunch period and used the computer to 
search for the word SZALAJKO. He learned it 
was a surname, perhaps Polish. He didn’t find 
much else of worth. He wondered about the 
computers he’d taken, but Robin had them in 
her procession now. What was on them she 
found so important? 

The lists eventually changed. On the cusp 
of his seventeenth birthday, he was told to 
trash the properties more often than actually 
taking anything specific. Once, he was told to 
cover his skin, wear a mask, and scare the 
living shit out of a couple in their bed late at 
night. At first, he didn’t want to do it. But 
when that job came and went, he looked back 
on it with excitement. 

“How are you doing, Hart?” 

He sat on Robin’s couch with a beer and 
a bowl of chips on the coffee table before him. 
Ricky was not there, for once. “I’m fine,” he 


said with a shrug. 

Robin was standing in the entryway, 
watching him. Her eyes twinkled the way they 
did when she wanted to fuck him. They did 
that from time to time. She’d been right all 
those months before; she owned him because 
she’d taken his fear. Maybe not all of it, but 
enough to make him the reckless soldier she 
needed. 

“The other night. With the Jensen 
assholes.” 

Hart took a sip of his beer and turned 
away from the TV to look at her. “What about 
them?” 

“T don’t usually ask you to confront 
people. How did you feel doing it?” 

Hart shrugged again. “I guess it was a 
little fun.” 

“You weren’t scared?” 

“Of what?” 

“Being caught?” 

“Not really. I had a gun. They were old. 
What did I have to worry about?” 

Robin smiled and crossed the room to the 
couch. She sat down beside him, nice and 
close. “Your birthday is coming up.” 

“T guess.” 


“Another step closer to eighteen.” 

“Yeah.” 

“What do you want to do after high 
school, Matthew?” 

Sometimes she called him that. She was 
one of the few he allowed to use the name. 
Others weren’t so lucky. Others would get hit. 

“T don’t really know,” he told her. “I’m 
not very smart.” 

“You’ve become pretty  street-smart, 
though. You’ve done well for me. A lot better 
than most, and at a much faster pace.” 

“Really?” 

She placed a hand on his inner thigh. 
“You’ve been very good. Stick around and 
maybe you can take Ricky’s place.” 

“Is he going anywhere?” 

“Back to California, maybe. Or an early 
grave.” She laughed lightly but watched him 
closely for his reaction. 

“California?” 

She nodded. 

“So, the rumors are true?” 

“Which rumors would that be?” 

“Before I met Ricky, I heard he was sent 
here from California to distribute a blue drug.” 

Robin smiled. “Yes.” 


Hart wondered if the other rumors were 
true then. He’d heard some terrible things in 
the past year. Finally, he said, “I don’t really 
like Ricky.” 

“That’s good. You shouldn’t like him.” 

“No?” 

“No. He’s trash. Disposable. You, on the 
other hand, might just be what I’ve needed for 
a long time.” 

“What’s that?” 

“A warrior.” 

This time it was Hart who laughed. “Me? 
A warrior?” 

“Ricky has told me about your rage. He 
told me he’s seen it in action. Is that true?” 

Hart licked his lips. When he befriended 
Ricky, it was following a street fight with 
some bullies from school. Ricky had swooped 
in after Hart had nearly killed one of the 
classmates with a fencepost. That’s how they’d 
officially met. 

“Yeah, once.” 

“You just shut off and explode, don’t 
you?” 

He nodded. 

“That can be very useful. We just need to 
teach you how to control it.” 


He looked at her. “How?” 

She smiled and moved her hand up his 
inseam. “You’re not going to like it, but [ll 
reward you along the way.” 


TRI 


Two weeks later, she accompanied him on a 
job for the first time. Ricky was left out of it. 
Perhaps he was never even told; Hart wasn’t 
sure. All he knew for sure was Robin wanted 
to see him hurt someone with her own eyes. 

She surprised Hart by driving them to a 
trailer park where the homes were rundown 
and dirty, not at all like the normal residences 
he visited. More often than not, it seemed 
Hart’s victims were at least comfortable 
financially, but this was very different. 

“Why are we here?” he asked as she 
pulled off the dirt road and into the grass. 

“Remember when we talked about your 
condition?” 

“My condition?” 

“Your blind rage.” 

He nodded. Though uneasy with the 
direction of the conversation, he also tensed 
with excitement—would he be threatening 


someone again? That night with the older 
couple had made him feel powerful, like he 
was someone with actual worth. 

“There’s someone up the road I need you 
to break,” Robin told him. “He tried to steal 
from me. He was one of my men but not 
anymore. The thing is, he doesn’t yet know 
that I know what he’s done.” 

“Okay.” 

“We’re going to change that.” 

“Okay.” Hart grinned. 

“Just don’t kill him,” she said, pulling the 
car back onto the dirt road. “We don’t need 
the cops breathing down our necks over a 
worthless shit like Kenton.” 

Hart nodded and clenched his fists 
against his knees. He was already breathing 
heavier, ready to fight. They stopped outside a 
trailer a minute later, one with a makeshift 
deck dipping sideways from the front door. It 
looked as if Hart could make it collapse simply 
by climbing it. 

“Don’t worry,” Robin said, as if reading 
his mind. “There’s a shit ton of concrete blocks 
underneath, towered all the way up. As long 
as you don’t tackle the porch, it’ll hold.” 

“What about the neighbors?” Hart asked, 


eying the surrounding trailers. “Won’t they 
hear?” 

“Don’t worry about them,” Robin said, 
leaning close to him. “I own their asses just as 
much as Kenton’s.” 

Hart swallowed and stepped out of the 
car. He turned to see if Robin was coming and 
found that she was already on her way to the 
deck. He hurried after her and realized he 
wasn’t armed with anything but his fists. Soon, 
they’d be bloodstained. 

Robin knocked on the door to Hart’s 
surprise. 

“What is it?” came an aggravated voice 
from inside. 

“It’s Robin, you piece of shit. Open the 
door.” 

“Ah, hell.” 

There was movement from inside, 
followed by the sound of locks and chains. 
When the door opened, Robin stepped aside 
for Hart. He understood the gesture and 
charged forward, slamming into the man 
called Kenton and tossing him over the 
backside of a couch. Kenton flipped over the 
cushions and hit the coffee table on the other 
side with a grunt. When he stood unsteadily to 


his feet, Hart saw that Kenton was a short man 
with sculpted biceps. 

“Jesus, Robin. What’s’ with the 
unnecessary force?” 

Robin stepped inside, behind Hart, and 
shut the door behind her. “I think you know 
why.” 

Kenton rubbed his bruised side and 
cursed. “That fucking hurt. Who the fuck is 
this giant asshole, anyway?” he said, shoving a 
finger in Hart’s direction. 

“He’s someone you won’t want to ever 
meet again,” Robin said, stepping forward, 
hands in her pockets. “I know you stole from 
me, Kenton. And you know that cannot stand 
unpunished.” 

Kenton suddenly looked nervous and 
somehow shorter. His eyes switched from 
Robin to Hart. He was clearly curious but 
concerned. “I don’t know what you're talking 
about,” he finally said, straightening. 

“Of course, you don’t,” Robin said with a 
shrug. She looked at Hart and nodded. 

As soon as Hart started to round the 
couch, the man put up his hands and said, 
“Woah, now hold on.” 

“Too late,” Robin said, blocking the door 


and leaning her backside against it. 

Kenton snatched an ashtray from the 
coffee table and immediately whipped it 
through the air at Hart. Hart protected his face 
with his arm and growled when the heavy 
glass tray struck him. It would bruise and ache 
in the days to follow. For now, the attack had 
proven useful—he felt the bees begin to 
swarm inside him. 

“Go ahead,” he told Kenton. “Try 
something else.” 

Kenton flipped the coffee table up on its 
side and kicked it forward with surprising 
strength. Hart braced himself by throwing his 
shoulder forward into the oncoming furniture. 
The impact pushed him back a step, but he 
shoved the table aside with ease a second 
later. As he barreled down on Kenton, the man 
jumped back and reached inside the end table 
by the armrest of the couch. 

“Hart!” Robin snapped in warning. 

Kenton produced a small pistol and 
quickly spun to take aim at Hart. Before his 
arm could make its full rotation, Hart was 
upon him. Kenton’s wrist was grabbed with 
one hand while the other fisted Kenton in the 
elbow, bending it upward with an audible 


snap. Kenton screamed shrilly and released the 
pistol. It clattered to the floor, immediately 
forgotten. 

“Break something else,” Robin said from 
the door. 

Hart grabbed the man by his broken arm 
and the side of his pants and tossed him 
through the air and into the television. The 
screen crumpled and fell atop Kenton as he 
smashed to the floor. 

Hart wouldn’t remember much of this in 
the morning. He was seeing everything 
through a filter of red now, his adrenaline 
running wild in his veins. 

“Please,” Kenton begged from the floor. 
“Stop.” 

Hart brought his fist down on the man’s 
head, silencing him. He raised his arm to 
strike again but felt gentle hands anchor his 
bicep. He spun in place, ready to attack, but 
stopped when the hands quickly moved to his 
face to calm him. He knew those hands, their 
touch and warmth. He loved those hands. 

The bees began to dissipate. 

“Good job,” Robin told him soothingly. 
“Let’s go home.” 


into the trees 


2018 


N.. that they were off the interstate, 


Hart directed his driver through Helvetica to 
the address of a bar he'd found using Google 
Maps on the kid's phone. With it being early in 
the day still, he was assuming the lot to be 
empty and closed from business hours. It was 
also located at the foot of the mountains. The 
main road there went up and up, eventually 
leading to a couple of small towns, like 
Crownbrook and Lydia's Shadow. But on foot, 


they would be far from his reach. Which was 
just fine; he wanted to keep a distance 
between him and the nearest living person 
once he began his hike. 

Before today, Hart had only killed one 
other person. That had been years ago. He'd 
hoped such an act would never come again, 
but it had, and now he would have to live 
with the consequences. This boy, however, did 
not need to be another victim in his slew of 
mistakes. He had finally come to that 
conclusion. He’d decided to leave the driver 
relatively unharmed, while still giving himself 
the chance to escape unseen. 

They had yet to run into any issues. No 
cops had tried pulling them over, nor had any 
law enforcement vehicles been seen in the 
area. The boy was doing good, keeping them 
inconspicuous and following directions. Hart 
thanked God for that, because he really didn't 
want to hurt anyone else if he could avoid it. 

The bar's lot was empty as expected when 
they arrived. It wasn’t necessarily large but 
there was nothing else directly beside it. The 
property was set at the bottom of the road 
leading up the mountain; it was at this point 
businesses appeared less consistently for 


several miles. There was little else but trees to 
be seen along the roadside. 

Upon their arrival, Hart directed the kid 
to pull around the backside of the lot and park 
the truck. Once he'd done that, Hart walked 
into the front cab and stood beside the boy 
(Ray, was his name; Hart had asked while on 
the interstate, looking to drum _ up 
conversation to pass the time). 

“This is where we stop seeing each 
other,” Hart told him with the deputy's Glock 
in hand as a warning. “But I ain't gonna kill 
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ya. 

Ray visibly exhaled in relief. “Are you 
leaving me here or...?” 

“Yeah. I'm thinking I'll knock you out, 
that way I can go off without you seein’ which 
way. When you talk to the cops, you won’t be 
able to give them any more info than this 
bar.” 

“How are you going to knock me out?” 

“Look, I'd rather just tie you up, but I 
don't have any damn rope,” Hart explained. 
“So, I'm going to put you into a choke hold, 
long enough for you to just...fall asleep. Nice 
and easy.” 

“Okay...” 


“Don't worry, kid. You'll be fine. And I'll 
be leaving your phone here in the truck. All 
you did was miss work for the day.” 

Ray nodded. 

Hart had cooled considerably since killing 
the deputy. He was almost normal now, 
despite his anxiety. The cops didn't appear to 
have his trail yet, but they'd find it soon 
enough. He doubted he had much time to 
work with and needed to make it count. 

“Get up then,” he said to the boy. “I've 
got to get going. Stand in the back.” 

Ray moved from the cab and down the 
path between the towers of cardboard boxes. 
Before he could turn, Hart grabbed him from 
behind and brought them both down to the 
cold, metal floor. Naturally, the kid thrashed 
as he gasped for air, but it was over soon 
enough. Once Ray had gone to sleep, Hart 
rested his head down carefully, tossed the cell 
phone into the printer bag, and grabbed his 
own pack of snacks. 

“Adios, Ray,” he said, opening the back 
doors and hopping down into the gravel of the 
lot. As he looked toward the surrounding 
trees, he realized the sky was starting to cloud 
over with the threat of a storm. 


“Ah, shit...” 
TRIKE 


U.S. Marshal Woody Gibson didn't need the 
THP copter to find out where Matthew Hart 
was headed. He'd simply called Avery Muntz 
and asked him the obvious question the Sheriff 
had neglected: “Is the truck on GPS tracking?” 

Once he had the address of a somewhat 
large bar set at the bottom of the mountain 
alongside Helvetica, he jumped into his car 
and sped out of the motel parking lot. 
Manhunts were his specialty. If any lawman 
was gonna get this boy, it would be him. 

Still, he alerted Furgeson—or left him a 
voice message, rather, as the Acting Director 
was currently in front of several cameras 
giving another conference, his third or fourth 
for the day—while on his way out of Winslow. 
Not having to talk to the director worked just 
fine for him; he didn't need anyone distracting 
him or slowing him down. 


TREK 


Source: Facebook 


From the profile belonging to Jeremy Hart: 


“I'm sure many of you have heard about the 
manhunt taking place today in Tennessee for 
Matthew Hart, my brother. I just wanted to let 
everyone know that I don't condone his horrific 
actions, nor do I keep any contact with him. I 
have disowned him from what little remains of 
our family. Please respect my privacy and leave 
me out of this story. I want nothing to do with it 
or him.” 


TRIE 


Hart wasted no time in beginning his climb. 
As soon as he was out of the truck, he began 
into the forest, the deputy’s Glock tucked into 
the back of his waistband. He found it terribly 
uncomfortable, and thought he'd have to move 
it before too long. Most likely it would end up 
in his pack, which would leave him 
defenseless if not for the knife (now 
bloodstained) still attached to his shin. So, 
there was that, at least. 

He'd never come as far as Helvetica 
before, despite having grown up on the east 
side of Tennessee. He didn't know the area at 
all, so there was admittedly some excitement 


building in his chest as he climbed through the 
forest. He loved every large, exposed boulder 
he stumbled upon, many of which were twice 
his size. Hart began to wonder if he’d have to 
scale a cliffside at any point—he’d never done 
that before. 

If not for the chase, Hart could have said 
he was having fun. 


TRIKE 


Ray Pitolli regained consciousness within 
seconds of Hart resting his head down on the 
floor of the truck. Though his hijacker had 
technically done the sleeper hold correctly, he 
had clearly not been aware that it was a 
momentary response. Ray, however, had 
known this but had naturally thrashed out of 
fear that Hart would do it wrong and kill him. 
Kids were known to tragically make this 
mistake with one another. 

As Ray began to come back around, he 
made sure to keep his eyes closed and _ his 
body still for several minutes, that way the 
armed man wouldn't realize he was awake. 
Once he felt safe to move again, he sat up and 
blinked several times. He had a gentle 


headache, but nothing overly concerning. 

When he stood and_ tested his 
equilibrium, Ray stuck his head outside and 
saw that the clouds were getting dark. Rain 
was moving into the area. 

Upon closing the back doors of the truck, 
he located his phone left in the printer bag 
and checked the web browser to see what sites 
had been viewed while he was driving. It was 
by doing this that he learned his hijacker had 
been Matthew Hart, killer of two. 

“Holy shit...” 

He closed the browser and called the 
police. 


out of sight 


2018 


O f course, Marshal Gibson had already 


known where to find the kid before he'd even 
dialed 911 However, this meant he would no 
longer be first on scene; by the time he'd 
pulled into the bar's rear parking lot, several 
other local squad cars were already parked 
there alongside an ambulance, having come 
from less a distance. 

The medics checked Ray Pitolli for injury, 
despite him saying he was fine. They still tried 


to get him to the hospital for testing, but he 
declined. “Really, he didn't hurt me. Just put 
me to sleep for a few seconds. Nothing I didn't 
do with friends plenty as a kid.” 

Gibson watched this short interaction 
from off to the side beside several Helvetica 
deputies. When one tried to fill him in, he put 
up a hand and said, “I'm good. I'll talk to the 
kid myself.” 

As soon as the medics turned away from 
Ray—who was sitting on the back step of his 
truck—Gibson made his approach and 
introduced himself. 

“Why don't you give me a lowdown of 
what happened,” he said. 

Ray nodded. “Well, I had just finished my 
delivery to Joe's Subs...this was over in 
Winslow...when Hart appeared in the back of 
my truck. He had a gun on him and told me to 
get us onto twenty-six. I asked which way, and 
he said west. So, I took him, not wanting to 
get shot. He was mostly peaceful during the 
drive, occasionally asking me questions to pass 
the time, or getting a feel for where we were 
on the road. I had no idea who he was. The 
radio in this thing works like shit, and my 
phone had been in my printer bag. At first, at 


least. The guy took it out during the drive and 
used it to read the news and decide where we 
were going.” 

“Were you part of that discussion?” 
Gibson asked. 

“You mean where to go?” 

The Marshal nodded. 

“No. I mean, at one point, he asked what 
the next small town was coming up, and I said 
Helvetica probably. So, he told me to go there, 
and once we had taken the exit, he got onto 
the Maps app to choose a stopping point. I 
didn't have anything to do with his choice in 
this bar. He just gave me directions where to 
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gO. 

“At any point, all the way up to him 
leaving you behind, did Hart say where he 
would go next?” 

“No. He said he’d put me to sleep so that 
I couldn’t tell you. Which he did for a 
moment. But I'm assuming he went into the 
woods. He was gone when I gave a look.” 

“T heard you tell the medics you were 
unharmed.” 

“That's right. It was just a sleeper hold. 
He never hit me during the trip. When I woke 
up, I waited a few minutes before checking to 


make sure he was gone. Then I got my phone 
out of the printer bag and called you guys.” 

“Was he friendly to you?” 

“T wouldn't say friendly, but he wasn't 
violent either. In fact, he relaxed considerably 
over the course of our drive.” 

Gibson looked toward the trees and 
nodded. “So, he seemed good to you? Not 
anxious? Or angry? Or sad? Anything?” 

“T guess he was anxious for the first hour 
or so. He was trying to keep calm I think, but I 
could see his hands shaking a bit. And I could 
hear it whenever he spoke. But by the time we 
got here, he was calm. Or pretty close to it.” 

“When did you find out what he’d done? 
Who he was?” 

“Once he was gone and I had my phone 
again. I saw online that he’d killed two people. 
It made me wonder why he didn’t kill me, too. 
But at the same time, he seemed a bit torn 
with himself. I’m not sure he knew what he 
was doing. Running, I mean. I think he was 
new to it, maybe.” 

Gibson cycled through his' mental 
checklist before continuing. “He killed that 
deputy in Winslow, you know. No more than a 
mile from where you'd been at the time. Did 


you ever hear a gunshot while delivering at 
Joe's Subs?” 

Ray shook his head. “If I had, it didn't 
register with me. I was probably too busy with 
my things to notice. That and, well...people 
shoot their guns all the time around these 
parts, like for fun or whatever. You kind of 
tune it out.” 

Gibson patted the kid on the shoulder. 
“Well, I'll leave you to these guys. They'll take 
care of you. Thanks for your help.” 

“Of course.” 

Gibson stepped away from the kid and 
told one of the officers he was done. He then 
moved away from the growing crowd and 
unlocked his phone. Maybe he could get THP 
to send their copter this way and make a pass 
over the mountainside. 

Once he was finished making his request, 
he returned to his vehicle and the printouts 
he’d made while at the motel. They included 
pieces of Matthew Hart’s profile. His record 
with the police. The times he was in trouble in 
school. There were plenty of instances of 
assault over the years but nothing as far as 
murder. He wondered if Hart had just popped 
his cherry that morning or if he’d never been 


caught before. The viciousness behind his 
killings suggested he’d been there before, to 
that dark place where demons were released. 

Gibson held the files in his lap and 
thought about the kid in the back of the 
ambulance. He’d said Hart didn’t seem to 
know what he was doing or needed to do to 
hide from the police. Gibson flipped through 
his printouts and found the page he was 
looking for. It showed Hart’s recorded assaults. 
The last one was fourteen years ago. Since 
then, Hart had kept out of trouble. At least, 
out of the public’s eye. He'd gone to jail for six 
months around that point but for intoxication. 
For a while, Hart seemed to have learned his 
lesson. Maybe even gone to therapy. He had a 
history of it as a kid. 

So why break now? 

The sheriff had informed Gibson earlier 
of Hart’s recent job loss. The landlord, Tyler 
Parks, stopping by could have meant a 
collection was due. Perhaps Hart was being 
kicked out. Stacked one after the other, a 
straw could have broken the camel’s back. 
And if the camel had a violent past, well... 

Gibson exited his vehicle and returned to 
the ambulance. Ray saw him approach and 


straightened. “Yes?” 

“Matthew Hart. You said he was anxious. 
You also said he would talk to you to pass the 
time. Did you learn anything about him during 
your conversations?” 

Ray shrugged. “No, not really. But I could 
tell he was thinking of killing me. The way he 
would watch me, you know? The things he 
asked. Like he was weighing his options. I 
mean...” 

“What?” 

“Tt was almost like he wanted to get to 
know me, that way he could convince himself 
I was an actual person.” 

“Meaning?” 

“Tt’s harder to bring harm upon someone 
you know, as opposed to a stranger. Don’t you 
think?” 

The kid’s smart, Gibson thought. “What 
kind of questions did he ask you?” 

“If I was married, had any kids. How old 
I was and what I liked to do in my free time.” 

Gibson was a little amused. “You’re 
kidding.” 

Ray shook his head. “Like I said, he 
wasn’t necessarily mean to me. He was on 
edge, sure, and he did threaten me a few 


times. But he wasn’t like...I don’t know.” 

“Let’s hear it,” Gibson prodded. 

“He didn’t strike me as a bad guy. Why 
else would he have struggled with killing me 
after killing two others? I feel like...” Ray 
paused as he searched for the words. “I feel 
like he was coming to his senses during the 
drive. Like, he was doing his best to convince 
himself he wasn’t a bad guy and that he could 
be better. At times, he was trying to show me 
that, I think.” 

Gibson smirked. Nobody likes to think of 
themselves as the bad guy, he thought. But that 
doesn’t make you good. 

“Look, Ray—that’s your name, right? 
Matthew Hart killed an officer of the law and 
a civilian. Then he kidnapped you and had 
you drive him to the woods. He has a history 
of violence. Don’t tell me this guy is just 
misunderstood. Make no mistake—with his 
back against the wall, he’d kill again. You just 
got lucky.” With that, he turned away from 
the truck and returned to his car without 
another word, all the while wondering what 
piece of Hart’s history was creeping in the 
shadows, just out of reach. 
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Aside from stumbling across the back end of a 
residential property, Hart had _ been 
surrounded only by nature. The rain had yet 
to come, but it was clearly due anytime in the 
next hour or so. If it passed him by, Hart 
would be surprised. 

For the time being, he pushed onward, 
deeper into the woods, hoping to find a nice, 
clear space to take as cover. Maybe a cropping 
of rock or a cave. Even a tight cluster of trees 
would be better than just a random spot in the 
leaves. 

Eventually, he got too hungry, and 
stopped for a snack. As he ate, he took 
inventory of what he was carrying. There was 
only enough food for a day of small bites, 
nothing substantial. And the clothes didn't 
really matter to him; to change or not, did it 
really make any difference? He supposed he 
could use some of the clothing for extra 
bedding if it got cold at night. Otherwise, they 
seemed worthless. 

Which left him with what? Less than 
twenty-four hours before he'd be out of food 
and needing to get out of the woods? That 


wasn't enough, was it? At some point soon, the 
cops would know to scour Helvetica and its 
neighboring mountain. So where did that 
leave him? What was he to do? 

“Think, think, think,” he told himself, 
growing angry. 

Why did he have to be so stupid? Why 
couldn't he have just allowed that deputy to 
arrest him for a simple car theft? It could have 
been written off as joy riding. He imagined 
that came without jail time, or at least little of 
it. This way, he could possibly have gotten 
away with Parks’ murder. Without the extra 
attention of having killed a cop, Parks’ body 
might have gone to the dump unnoticed. Hart 
could have gone home after his brief arrest, 
ditched Parks’ truck someplace, and been clear 
to continue his life. After all, Parks was old 
and alone. It could have taken some time 
before anyone reported him missing. 

Hart angrily tossed his pack aside and 
turned on a tree, his fists balled. In his 
frustration, he began wailing on it until his 
skin shredded and began to bleed. The pain 
surfaced a minute later and stung like hell. He 
cursed that too and picked up his pack with a 
huff. 


As he continued his blind climb of the 
mountainside, Hart thought back on his final 
night with Robin and Ricky. The night he’d 
done well to forget until now. 


eighteen (part 1) 


2000 


Rk... had always been secretive with 


Hart, despite their close working relationship. 
For years, he spent time with her and Ricky, 
occasionally pulling jobs and making money. 
But there was little he really knew about 
Robin. Sometimes, he would think about that 
manilla folder from the beginning, and wish 
he’d read the papers inside. He eventually 
learned what SZALAJKO meant. But that 
wasn’t until the night of Ricky’s murder. 


Robin used Hart less and less for jobs 
after he turned seventeen. He became more of 
a friend and bodyguard to Robin instead. 
Ricky continued to recruit and train, while 
new young thugs took Hart’s place breaking 
into homes and scaring people. Robin taught 
Hart how to better control his anger and 
channel it as needed. She did this by bullying 
him in “controlled environments,” as she put 
it. Ricky was sometimes involved. Most of the 
time, he wasn’t. Most of the time, it was just 
him and Robin. And when they were through, 
she’d take him to her bedroom. 

After six months or so, Hart realized 
Robin had been successful in controlling him. 
The night they visited Kenton had started his 
training. With time and practice, Hart learned 
to wield his anger like a sword. Robin liked 
keeping him close after that, just in case. 

Hart began to wonder, though. What was 
his new purpose? With new recruits doing the 
house jobs, Hart was left to hang around the 
house, doing very little. Sometimes, Robin 
asked him to clean or tend to the lawn. Maybe 
pick up some groceries. But nothing serious. 
Nothing violent. So why had she taught him to 
control his anger in the first place? 


Shortly after his high school graduation, 
he found out the hard way. His father was 
dead at this point. His mother was working 
nonstop and never around. His _ brother, 
Jeremy, was doing well in school and keeping 
busy with a part-time job at Arby’s. Hart was 
rarely home anymore, though he still had a 
room there. He didn’t talk to his brother, not 
ever. And his mother—well, she didn’t have 
time for him. As long as the cops didn’t come 
knocking, they were on good terms. 

So, at eighteen, Hart began to feel a little 
restless just hanging around Robin’s place. She 
was beautiful and fierce and fucked him 
enough, but he was bored. He wanted to get 
back in the field or do something else. Really, 
anything that didn’t involve him following 
Robin around like her lap dog. He didn’t 
understand why she had him do it. Not then, 
at least. He learned that summer, though. 

But before any of that went down, he 
asked Robin to talk to him in private, away 
from Ricky and their latest recruit. 


TRIKE 


“What is it, Matthew?” she asked him as he 


closed the bedroom door behind them. 

“ve been thinking,” he said, taking a 
seat on the bedside. 

“Good for you. What about?” 

“T need something to do.” 

Robin grinned. “Not right now. Later, 
though.” 

“Not that.” 

“Then what?” 

“You used to have me do stuff. But 
months have gone by without anything.” 

“Ah, I see. You’re bored?” 

He nodded. 

“Are you feeling angry?” 

“Not red.” 

“Just checking.” 

“T just...don’t understand why you 
bothered training me when all I do is sit 
around now.” 

Robin decided to take a seat beside him. 
“You have good timing, Matthew, Ill give you 
that.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Things are about to change.” 

“They are?” 

She placed her head against his shoulder 
and said, “You’re a bit slow, but I love you.” 


“You don’t mean that.” 

“No, I suppose I don’t.” She straightened 
and took a deep breath. “Nevertheless, a 
change-up is on the horizon.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Tt means Ricky is going away. I’ll need 
you to fill his shoes soon.” 

“Is he returning to California then?” 

“Tf he survives the meet next week.” 

“What meet?” 

Robin licked her lips and looked away 
from him. It wasn’t often he saw her so 
vulnerable. 

“The big boss is coming this way. To see 
the area and expand his operations. More than 
what we already have here. He wants to bring 
the Blue.” 

Matthew hadn’t heard of the Blue drug in 
some time. It was produced somewhere in the 
hills of California. A kind of meth, by his 
understanding. Hart didn’t know how or why 
that mattered, but it did. People were serious 
about Blue, either in having it or keeping it 
out of the state. 

Hart shrugged, mostly to himself. “I 
thought Ricky brought Blue here before we 
ever met.” 


Robin smiled slyly and said, “You don’t 
forget much, do you?” 

“Not really.” 

“Let me ask you something.” 

“Of course.” 

“Did you ever read that file on me?” 

Hart raised an eyebrow and thought 
back. Did she mean the manilla folder? What 
else could she be referring to? 

“Tm not sure about a file...” 

Robin patted him on the knee. “Then 
forget if you can, Matthew. I’ve taken us off 
topic. The point is you won’t be bored here for 
much longer.” 

“And the meet?” 

“What about it?” 

“What do I have to do for it?” 

“Just follow me. Like you’ve been doing. 
But from afar.” 

“Afar? Why?” 

She winked. “I don’t want the big boss 
knowing about you.” 

“Tm...a secret?” 

“You always have been.” 

Hart thought of Ricky, whose mouth was 
loud. “Are you sure about that?” 

“T can’t speak for others. But I’ve kept 


you a secret. To my knowledge, the big boss 
has no clue of your existence.” 

“But we’ve been together for two years.” 

“I keep my cards close to the chest, 
Matthew.” 

“Am I...supposed to take Ricky’s place?” 
he asked carefully. 

Robin smiled without meeting his gaze. 


closing in 


2018 


H..... PD received a call from a 


Marcy Flannigan around two in the afternoon, 
saying she'd spotted a large man in the woods 
at the back of her property. It was about this 
time that Gibson and Furgeson had assembled 
a search crew of law enforcement at the bar to 
begin combing the mountainside. 

When Gibson heard about Marcy's call, 
he got the address, let Furgeson know where 
he was headed, and left. The house was 


roughly a ten-minute drive from the bar, 
which was impressive; Hart had covered some 
distance on foot already, if it was indeed him 
Marcy had seen. Though two squad cars 
remained in the general area of the bar, the 
others assumed Hart’s trajectory and got onto 
the road. It seemed as if Hart was keeping 
close to the roadside, which would make him 
easier to locate. 

The house Marcy owned was a small 
thing, but with a big yard. There were various 
gardens about, and the grass was neatly cut. 
Marcy, herself, was a tall and sickeningly thin 
woman, unmarried and with a bit of a stutter. 
They found her waiting outside on the front 
porch. 

After introductions were made, Gibson 
asked her what she had seen and where. 
Marcy directed him to the back yard and 
pointed to the tree line, a few hundred feet 
from where they were standing. “It's be-been 
at least a half hour now, or more. But, uh, tha- 
that's where I saw him cutting through. He 
came down from that hill and into s-sight. I 
don't think he'd meant it, though. He looked 
toward my house—I was inside at the time, 
cle-cleaning dishes in the kitchen sink when I 


saw him—and, uh, he looked toward the 
house and froze for a moment.” 

“Did he see you through the window?” 
Gibson asked. 

“He could have, but I ca-can't be sure.” 

“What happened after he froze?” 

“He began to-toward that incline on the 
opposite side, but it was more of a jog now. 
Not a wa-walk.” 

Gibson asked, “Is there another property 
he may come across going that way?” 

Marcy thought for a moment, looking 
toward the front of her property, and then 
back again. “If he re-remains straight...not for 
a while, I don't th-think. The road curves back 
the other way, and my closest ne-neighbor is 
probably a mile further. I don't think he'd find 
them, though.” 

“Tf he’s smart, he will try to stay out of 
sight,” Gibson said. “And out of mind.” 

Marcy nodded. 

“What did he look like?” Gibson asked. 

“Big. Tall. Ha-hairy. He was lumbering 
around li-like he was Big Foot,” she joked. “He 
was also ca-carrying a pa-pack.” 

Gibson nodded and pulled up an image of 
Matthew Hart on his phone. When he showed 


it to her, she nodded. 

“Yeah, that was him. A bit intimi- 
intimidating.” 

Gibson thanked her and turned back 
toward his car. He would call the THP and let 
them know of the sighting, if they hadn't 
already been informed. He wanted to make 
sure the copter was circling the right areas. 
What bothered him, though, was the weather 
forecast; a hard storm was rolling in, which 
could bring an end to his flight aid. And he 
sure as hell wasn't going to get himself lost in 
the woods. It was best to leave Hart to nature’s 
wrath. 

He decided to search Google for a nearby 
motel. The one he’d been staying at was too 
far from the mountain to be of future use. 
Gibson would be on call for Hart’s next 
sighting, though he expected the fool to hide 
out for at least a while; it seemed unlikely 
Hart would continue his hike once the rain 
started. 


TRIKE 


The alcove was perfect. Hart came across a 
swift incline along a rocky side of the 


mountain and spotted the recess some fifteen 
feet ahead. It would be difficult to reach, but 
worth the trouble. The sky was getting 
increasingly darker now, and he could hear 
the distant thunder. Any minute, the rain 
would come, and who knew how bad it would 
be. 

It took him some time and effort, but 
eventually he climbed up the edge of the 
alcove and lifted himself inside. The small 
cave stretched backward thirty feet, but it was 
unoccupied (save for the insects) and would 
keep him hidden and dry. So, Hart settled in, 
had another snack, and prepared his clothes 
for makeshift bedding. 

He was already asleep when the rain 
started to pour ten minutes later. 


stay indoors 


2018 


{Tweet by the Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation} 


TBI 
@TBInvestigation 


Residents of and _ surrounding Helvetica, 
Crownbrook, and Lydia's Shadow are urged to 
remain cautious; murder suspect Matthew Hart 
was last seen in the Cherokee National Forest in 
the range locally known as Brother Mountain. He 
is considered armed and dangerous. 


Spot him? Call 911! 
[image attached] 
2:15 PM—June 14, 2018 


{Tweet by the Helvetica Police Department} 


HPD 
@TNHelveticaPD 


Murder suspect Matthew Hart was last spotted 
on the outskirts of town. Considered armed and 
dangerous. Residents are urged to stay indoors as 
law enforcement officers continue their search. 


If you see him, call 911! Do not engage. 
[image attached] 
2:19 PM—June 14, 2018 


{Related tweets, #matthewhart} 


Harry Regis 

[username disclosed] 

That motherfucker #MatthewHart best stay 
away from my home. I got a twelve gauge, and I 
will use it. 

2:26 PM—June 14, 2018 


Amy Nguyen 

[username disclosed] 

Look at this pic of #MatthewHart and spread it 
like wildfire. Catch this cop killer! Last seen 
nearby! 

2:50 PM—June 14, 2018 


Mort Weinstein 

[username disclosed] 

He's killed two people and held another at 
gunpoint. Catch #MatthewHart before he kills 
again! Burn down the Cherokee National Forest! 
Smoke him out! 

3:12 PM—June 14, 2018 


{Re-tweet at Mort Weinstein} 

Rebecca Henley 

[username disclosed] 

Yeah, let's not, moron. Just call 911 Let the 
professionals handle it and keep your pyro ass in 
check. 


3:16 PM—June 14, 2018 


attack 


2018 


A. especially loud crack of thunder 


woke Matthew Hart sometime after five in the 
evening. When he checked his watch and saw 
the time, he was surprised to see how long 
he’d slept on a stone floor with nothing but his 
clothes to keep him comfortable. 

The rain must have been coming in 
slanted at times, because Hart was damp 
within the alcove. He stood from his bed, 
searched his things for anything dry, and 


found everything to be at least mildly wet. 
Annoyed, he decided not to bother. Instead, he 
ate what little food he had left with him—he 
was a big man with a big appetite; he should 
have packed more, he realized—and 
considered his next move. 

Leaving the alcove during a_ storm 
seemed foolish. He could hardly see in the 
darkness, and even if he did have a flashlight 
(he'd have to check the side pockets of his 
pack), it would still prove pathetic by the time 
he needed to return to the woods. Peeking out, 
even temporarily, to steal food was probably 
too much of a risk. Hart tried to weigh his 
other options and realized he didn't really 
have any. If he stayed put, how long would he 
last? He could try waiting until morning—no, 
he would not die of starvation in a matter of 
twelve more hours—but he didn't really want 
to. 

He was still considering other ideas when 
he heard something snap nearby. He looked 
outside the small cave but could see little in 
the rain and darkness. It wasn't night yet, 
luckily, but between the trees blocking out the 
sky and the dark clouds, he had minimal 
visibility. 


There was more rustling, and this time he 
was able to better pinpoint the sound; it was 
coming from directly above him. Just several 
feet from the alcove's roof, the ground began 
to level out more, and continued up the 
mountain. Something was approaching the 
edge. He wondered if he should look up and 
check, but before he could consider it any 
further than that, a large head swung down 
from above and looked at him. 

“Oh, no...” 

It was a black bear, leaning over the edge 
to peer inside the cave at him. It must have 
smelled his food, the last bit he'd eaten. And if 
not that, maybe it had just smelled him and 
was hungry enough to think this human will 
do. 

“Go away,” Hart said, too quietly. He'd 
never been so close to a bear before and was 
ready to shit his pants. “Go on.” 

He tried to remember what you were 
supposed to do in such a situation, but he was 
drawing a blank. The bear was _ looking 
brazenly at him, sniffing the air. Hart could 
see its paws were monstrous in size and armed 
with sharp claws. 

“Goddamn it,” he breathed. “Don't be 


aggressive. Please don't be aggressive.” 

The bear roared, its lips curling back 
wildly in intimidation. 

“Ah, shit,” Hart cursed, reaching into his 
pack, and producing the Glock he’d taken 
from the dead sergeant. He took aim at the 
bear and yelled, “Get the fuck on!” 

The bear's head went back several inches, 
as if surprised by the outburst. Then it climbed 
down awkwardly along the upper corner of 
the alcove, getting its full body swung inside. 
Hart had taken several large steps back 
without realizing it, and now his head was 
scraping the top of the stone. Still, he held the 
gun forward, his hands shaking. But not from 
anger. He wasn't facing the red or hearing the 
bees. 

It was terror rippling through him. 

“GO AWAY!” he yelled. 

The bear roared again and swung a paw 
at him. It struck Hart’s arm, the force of which 
caused him to stumble against the wall. Now 
his arm was on fire; although he could not see 
the damage, he knew there had to be some. He 
applied pressure to the injury with his other 
hand and felt the warm stickiness of blood. 

Shoot it, shoot it, shoot it, he told himself. 


Finally, he got the nerve to raise his 
uninjured arm and pull the Glock's trigger. 
The sound vibrated enough within the cave 
that his eardrums seemed to split with the 
painful echo that lingered. But the action had 
worked well enough; the black bear reared 
backward (Hart couldn't tell if he'd even hit it) 
and turned away quickly. A moment later, it 
was climbing back out of the alcove and into 
the darkness. 

Thank God, he thought, inching closer to 
the opening. He didn't dare stick his head out, 
but he listened closely. All he could hear now 
was the rain and occasional rumble of 
thunder. Hopefully, the bear had left and 
wouldn't return. 

Hart dropped himself onto his makeshift 
bed of clothes and searched the side pockets of 
his pack. He found pens, a USB flash drive, 
some mints, and finally a miniature flashlight. 
He took it from his pack, tested it, and 
examined his injured arm. He had several 
deep cuts going across his skin—deep enough 
that he probably needed stitches—that were 
bloody and grisly. 

I need a hospital, he realized. 

But he couldn't do that. So, what then? If 


he left the wound to fester and bleed, he could 
faint. Maybe even lose so much blood that it 
killed him, though he thought that a bit 
overdramatic. 

I've got to bandage it at least, he told 
himself. He looked through his things, but 
there weren’t any medical supplies. For now, 
he'd have to tie a shirt tightly around it. But 
between his fresh cuts and his hunger, it 
looked more appropriate that he should leave 
in search of a house to raid. 

How far could he be from one? He'd tried 
to keep his distance from any structures, so 
the nearest residency was probably a little way 
from his current location. And in the rain, no 
matter. With bears nearby, as he'd learned the 
hard way. 

Did he have any other choice? 

None that looked good. And his brain was 
telling him the same thing over and over 
again: 

Make the pain stop. 


eighteen (part 2) 


2000 


| he meet was between Robin, Ricky, and 


an unknown man from California, a man Hart 
assumed to be “the big boss.” He was a large 
man, at least twice as wide as Hart, with fists 
the size of cinder blocks. Behind him was a 
guard, a rather pointless one; it looked as if 
the boss could handle anything thrown his 
way and then some. 

From the trees, Hart watched on, as 
instructed. Robin hadn’t told him anything 


until the night before, swearing him to 
secrecy. As far as anyone was concerned, the 
meeting wasn’t happening. Nobody had come 
to town. Robin was simply at home sleeping 
off the flu. 

The meeting was regarding Blue, he knew 
that much. Robin had also told him to watch 
Ricky closely; she didn’t trust him. Ricky and 
the big boss went way back. They were related 
in some way. For whatever reason, Robin 
didn’t think the big boss was too happy with 
her, that bringing Blue into Tennessee was her 
last chance. 

“Last chance at what?” he’d asked her. 

“To prove I’m worth keeping around, 
dummy,” she’d told him. 

“But Ricky was in charge of Blue, I 
thought.” 

“He brought us a sample several years 
ago, when it was still in development. We 
haven’t distributed it beyond that. But Blue’s 
ready now. They have the formula just right. 
Now it’s time to sell, sell, sell.” 

Hart held the binoculars to his face and 
studied Ricky from afar. His associate’s 
demeanor was anxious; Ricky was bouncing 
on his toes every so often, his hands deep in 


his pockets and his arms unbending. He 
almost looked excited but then Hart saw his 
face—there was fear there. Maybe even regret. 

Hart knew regret well, not that he’d 
learned from such mistakes. 

The big boss said something to Robin. 
She nodded. Ricky said something, piling on. 
The big boss gave him a look that said take it 
easy. Ricky nodded and looked down at his 
feet. Robin spoke some more, and the big boss 
listened. The guard behind him was 
uninterested in the conversation; he was too 
busy watching their surroundings. Was Hart 
hidden well enough in the tree? He hoped so. 
The guard was carrying a semi-automatic rifle. 

If only he was close enough to hear what 
they were saying. 

An argument broke out. Ricky spoke 
excitedly, his hands still deep in his pockets. 
Hart didn’t like that. Robin moved a step 
further from him, which couldn’t have been a 
good sign. The big boss laughed. Robin and 
Ricky turned on each other and argued. Hart 
was too far to hear anything with clarity but 
he worried a cross was taking place, just as 
Robin had feared. 

The big boss clapped his hands together, 


shutting down the argument. Then he said 
something calmly to Robin. She shook her 
head. The big boss narrowed his eyes and 
licked his lips. Said something more. Robin 
nodded in a defeated sort of way. Ricky still 
appeared jumpy, but his hands slipped out of 
his pockets, empty. The big boss turned away 
with his guard and left. 

The meeting was over. Robin had told 
him to remain hidden when all was said and 
done. To find her at her house later. He 
climbed down from the tree and located his 
bicycle hidden in the brush. As he found the 
road and climbed onto his seat, he wondered 
if Ricky would be by the house later as well. 

Hart’s overwatch had been kept a secret 
from him, as well. 


the coopers 


2018 


J. and Holly were well off, enough so 


that they lived up the mountain in the 
Cherokee National Forest some distance from 
the closest cluster of society (halfway between 
Helvetica and the college town, Crownbrook). 
They also owned a nice house; over three 
thousand square feet in living space and 
erected prior to their move. They'd designed it 
themselves five years before. 

Justin worked as a Sales Manager for one 


of Tri-City's leading car dealerships (they had 
three locations!), and Holly was a doctor at 
the Johnson City Medical Center. They both 
had more than an hour’s drive to their places 
of business, but they weren’t bothered by it; 
better to have their peace and isolation, they 
felt, than to live within the city. 

Of course, they knew all about Matthew 
Hart, or at least as much as had been reported 
on a semi-hourly basis since that morning. 
Justin had taken off for the day to spend time 
with his wife, who was on her version of “the 
weekend,” a span of several days straight in 
which she was not on call. 

As such, the Coopers hadn't bothered to 
drop off their baby daughter, Ava, at the 
daycare center. Instead, they went to a park 
up the road to enjoy the weather before 
storms were said to roll in. Unfortunately, the 
news of Hart making his way in their direction 
had urged them back home to spend the rest 
of the day behind closed doors securely 
locked. Luckily, they had a safe room built 
into the house, its hidden door set right off the 
master bedroom in case of danger. 

The family had just finished their dinner 
and cleaned up when Hart was examining his 


bloody arm in an alcove a half mile away. It 
would still be an hour before they'd have to 
deal with him. Until then, they decided on 
watching a movie in their downstairs theater 
room; Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs, to be 
precise. The bright colors and fast movements 
of the film fascinated Ava, and her parents 
thought it was cute as well. 

After the dishes were done, they headed 
downstairs and got situated. Holly took Ava to 
the wrap-around couch and fixed them a 
pillow bed of sorts, while Justin located the 
movie’s Blu-ray disc and put it into the player. 
“Bed after this, right?” he asked. 

“Sure,” Holly said, bouncing Ava on her 
knee and holding onto her hands. 

“T've got to open the lot tomorrow, and 
will be there most of the day,” Justin said. 

“That's fine, dear. I'll still be off and stay 
with Ava here.” 

“Keep the doors locked and the alarm 
system running. As long as that guy is still out 
there,” Justin said. “I'm not even comfortable 
going to work tomorrow knowing he hasn't 
been caught yet.” 

“You could probably stay home and not 
get in trouble, but at the same time I'm sure 


we'll be fine. The cops are everywhere looking 
for this guy. He won't last much longer.” 

“And yet he's gotten this far into the 
day,” Justin sighed. “If we're lucky, he's dead 
and they just don't know it yet.” 

“Like he fell off the cliff side?” Holly said. 

“Or got eaten by a bear,” Justin laughed. 
“That would be perfect. As long as they find 
his remains, that is, and confirm it for all of us 
staying indoors.” 

“T'm sure we will be okay, dear.” 

Justin dropped himself onto the couch 
beside her and Ava and lifted the remote. 
“Let's get this party started then.” 


TRI 


Marshal Gibson had taken a room in a small, 
rundown motel in Helvetica, as close to the 
mountain road as possible. The place was 
severely outdated, but he didn't need much. 
Just some Wi-Fi, which they luckily had 
available. To kill time, he explored the web 
and worked on his other case files. What there 
was on Hart, he already had printed earlier 
and studied. 

Hours passed without anything new to go 


on with the manhunt. The lack of progress was 
driving Gibson mad. He wasn't the most 
patient of men, especially when it came to 
cop-killers. And this guy was nearby, just out 
of reach, hidden and laughing amongst the 
trees. 

He better be in those woods still, Gibson 
thought unhappily. If Hart had left to return to 
the road without them knowing, then he was 
probably long gone. They would have to get 
the FBI involved if that happened. Get a 
country-wide lookout in motion. He didn't 
want that if it could be avoided. He was 
already there, and he represented outside help 
as it was. 

He was to contain Hart within Tennessee 
and capture him within Tennessee. That was 
the weakest of his goals. Preferably, he wanted 
to put a bullet through the guy's neck, watch 
him choke on his blood while gasping for air. 
And if it came down to a standoff between 
him and Hart, then that was exactly what he 
aimed to do. Without witnesses, who was to 
say Hart hadn't made a move to kill Gibson 
first? No, it would be his word against no one 
else, and it'd be accepted without question. 

Cop-killers may not have been as bad as 


child-killers and child-rapists, but they were 
right there on his list, nevertheless. High up it. 
He'd dealt with the like before, and surely 
would again after Hart’s eventual execution. 
Was he leaning a bit toward vigilantism at 
times, thinking he'd kill Hart sooner than take 
him to trial? Maybe. Did he care? In this case, 
the answer was no. He felt justified and 
thought most civilians would agree. The law 
would have something to say about it, but that 
was only if they ever discovered the truth. 

And Gibson was good at keeping things 
hidden when he wanted them to stay hidden. 

You could call him crooked; he didn't 
care. His conscience was satisfied, and that 
was what mattered to him more than anything 
else. 


TRIKE 


As the Coopers watched their movie, Hart left 
the safety (or maybe “cover” was a more 
appropriate word, considering the bear attack) 
of his alcove, and headed through the rain in 
their direction. He had no sense of where he 
was going—the little flashlight guiding him by 
only five feet or so—but he'd decided the risk 


was better than biding his time in the cave, 
only to have more wildlife follow the smell of 
his blood. 


TRIKE 


Jennifer Pipe was the Acting Dispatcher at 
HPD headquarters that night. She’d spoken 
with Marshal Gibson about contacting him the 
moment another sighting of Hart was 
reported. It didn't matter if the call came from 
Helvetica or Crownbrook or Lydia's Shadow; 
each of the police departments served dispatch 
on one consolidated channel there, so she'd 
hear it. 

Though more than a hundred tips had 
been dropped throughout the day regarding 
the whereabouts of Matthew Hart, they 
weren't going through localized numbers for 
law enforcement, but rather a line run by the 
TBI. As a result, HPD had only received a few 
calls in the last three hours, all of which had 
been residents voicing concern, nothing useful 
to the investigation. She hadn't bothered to 
pass them along to Gibson. 

Jennifer had arrived earlier in the 
afternoon with a request to work the overnight 


shift in addition to her scheduled hours. She 
was not only interested in the search for and 
capture of Matthew Hart but didn't have 
anyone at home to return to. Gibson sounded 
sexy to her over the phone, and so she was 
also hoping to have a chance in meeting him 
by staying on shift as long as she could 
possibly manage. 

For now, though, very little was 
happening. She'd sent an officer to break up a 
bar fight, and another to investigate a series of 
car alarms within a _ neighborhood of 
apartments, but that was about it. 

She was dreadfully bored and getting 
tired. 


TROKIK 


When Hart spotted light ahead (this being the 
Cooper property), he'd been wandering for 
close to an hour in the rain. He was soaked all 
the way through, of course, and shivering. 
Though it wasn't cold outside, being wet 
bothered him greatly. Enough so that his 
anger was steadily rising with the stress of the 
last twelve hours. The day had been an 
exhausting one, and he was ready for his luck 


to turn. 

The property was professionally kept, the 
lawn immaculate. When he saw the size of the 
house, he immediately thought this place ought 
to work just fine. 

But did he ever consider the possibility of 
a security system? Of course not. This was 
Matthew Hart, after all, and his mind was 
focused on only two things at the time: 
bandages and food. He was sure he'd find both 
in this large residence. 


TREK 


Inside, the Coopers were close to finishing 
their movie. Ava had fallen asleep in Holly's 
arms some twenty minutes earlier, leaving the 
adults to watch the movie without her. Holly 
was still alert—she had taken a nap earlier in 
the day while her husband played with the 
baby—but Justin was passing out. Finally, he 
gave up and looked at Holly. 

“Let's just call it what it is,” he said. 
“Unless you want to finish it yourself, I'm 
heading upstairs to bed.” 

“We will be there in a few minutes. This 
is close to the final sequence,” she told him, 


looking down at Ava's sleeping form. 

Justin leaned over and _ kissed _ his 
daughter on the forehead, then his wife on the 
lips. “See you soon,” he said, standing from 
the couch and leaving the theater room. 

The stairs led to the kitchen, which was 
still largely lit. Justin crossed the tiled floor to 
the refrigerator to grab a bottle of water and 
check the clock over the stove on _ his 
approach. It was only ten after seven. It 
looked like it was night through the windows, 
though, thanks to the ongoing storm. The 
mood was a lethargic one. 

He took his water upstairs with him to 
the bedroom, regardless of the hour. Either 
way, he needed to be up by four at the latest. 


TRIKE 


Not long after, Holly finished the movie and 
turned off the player in the theater room of 
the basement. Complete darkness swept over 
her and Ava. It only lasted a second, however, 
because this was one of the few rooms in the 
house with voice activated lights. She chased 
off the black with the simple phrase, “Lights, 


99 


on,” and stood from the couch with Ava 


against her breast. 

She climbed the steps slowly, trying not 
to jostle the baby too much, and entered the 
kitchen. She was crossing into the foyer to the 
next flight of stairs when she heard a thud 
from the back of the house, likely against the 
sliding backdoor. She paused and _ listened 
carefully, her foot hovering on the first step. A 
second later, there was the shattering of glass 
and the house alarm sounded. Ava woke and 
began to wail. 

Holly hurried up the stairs and yelled for 
her husband. Justin appeared in the hall a 
second later as she turned towards it. “What's 
going on? What was that sound?” he asked 
sleepily. 

“Someone's breaking in!” she _ said, 
rushing past him with Ava into their bedroom. 

Justin looked toward the stairs a moment 
longer, listening to movement from down in 
the kitchen, and then followed his wife. When 
he entered their bedroom, he saw that she had 
already opened the hidden passage to their 
safe room and was inside. 

He joined her and shut the door, which 
locked securely with a beep from the keypad 
on the wall. He then looked at Holly and said, 


“Did you see them?” 

“No, I just heard the glass breaking as I 
was about to come upstairs.” 

Justin nodded and_ grabbed _ the 
emergency landline phone from the small desk 
in the corner. As he dialed 911, Holly took a 
seat on the large bed opposite the desk and 
tried rocking Ava back to sleep. The alarm 
could still be heard from within the safe room, 
so it didn’t seem likely she’d have any luck. 


TRIKE 


The continuous beeping surprised Hart, but he 
pushed on. It had been over a decade since he 
last deactivated an alarm and technology had 
advanced greatly since then. Luckily, Hart had 
no reason to linger in the house; he just 
needed to grab a few things and leave. So, he 
hurried to the refrigerator with his pack, and 
began emptying things into it. Water, soda, 
cold cuts, carrots... 

Next, he checked the pantry, which was a 
large walk-in. “Must be nice,” he breathed, 
taking it all in. The owners had a large 
assortment of snacks, which calmed Hart 
instantly. He was too hungry not to be excited 


by the sight of it all. 
oR 


As Hart loaded his pack full of food from the 
Cooper house, Gibson's phone began to ring. 
He rushed out of the bathroom (where he'd 
been shaving to pass the time) and answered 
the call. It was Pipe working Dispatch at the 
HPD. Just the woman he wanted to hear from. 

“You got him?” he asked her. 

“T think it could be,” she said happily. “A 
doctor's house halfway between here and 
Crownbrook. Their alarms went off when 
someone broke in on the ground floor. The 
family has locked themselves in their panic 
room upstairs.” 

“That’s great, Jennifer. What's the 
address?” 


showdown 


2018 


H. was in trouble. He was searching 


the downstairs bathroom for medical supplies 
when he heard the first siren in the distance. 
Even if he left right that minute, they'd catch 
them. Or would they? It was dark and raining 
outside, and the woods were right across the 
backyard. Maybe he could still disappear 
again. 

He located a travel-kit of supplies in the 
bathroom closet (bandages and _ alcohol 


included) and shoved them into what little 
space remained of his engorged pack. He then 
hurried back toward the broken sliding glass 
door just as the flashing red and blue lights 
pierced the windows at the front of the house. 

“Fuck,” he grumbled, returning to the 
rain and starting to run with the awkwardness 
of his heavy bag. 

He made it into the woods a minute later 
and paused long enough to view the house one 
last time. Two officers were rounding the side 
toward the backyard to surround the 
perimeter. Knowing what few options Hart 
had, one decided to glance toward the trees 
and quickly spotted him. The spotlight of the 
backyard had a wide coverage, far enough 
that he was still slightly visible. 

Of course, he thought angrily, turning 
back toward the trees and running. 

“He's over there!” the officer yelled to 
their partner in the rain. 

Hart wondered if he could lose them. He 
didn't have that much of a lead, and he was 
being slowed by his things. His flashlight was 
also starting to blink, which meant it was 
dying. 

Goddamn it, he thought, trying to figure 


out which way to go. If only he could see 
better, maybe then he could find a spot to 
hide. But his sight was shit now. It was darker 
out, the rain had gotten heavier again, and his 
flashlight was just about done. 

He could hear the voices of pursuit not 
far behind. 

Keep moving, idiot, he told himself, 
pushing forward with little idea where he was 
headed. Several times he nearly tripped but 
caught himself. He hoped he could continue 
being so lucky. 


TRIKE 


Gibson drove as fast he could up the mountain 
road, passing any car that appeared in front of 
him. It was a dangerous thing to do on those 
curves—especially in this weather—but the 
Marshal had his bubble light flashing to make 
himself known. 

If only this rain would stop, he thought, 
squinting his eyes. 

According to the GPS, the property was 
just a minute away now. Surely, at least one 
squad car had shown up there in this time, if 
not more. They had cops everywhere in 


Helvetica and Crownbrook tonight, so it would 
only take minutes for the world to come 
crashing down on Hart with extreme force. 
The excitement of it all made Gibson 
harden. 
We've got you now, prick. 


TRIKE 


Hart was thinking he'd lost them, because the 
voices seemed to be drifting further away in 
the other direction. One of the turns he’d 
made back there must have thrown them off 
his trail. The problem was he was lost now 
and moving blindly through the forest. 

He had gone ahead and discarded his 
flashlight when it died a while back, and now 
only had his pack of food with him. He was 
tempted to stop for a break and bandage his 
arm (the blood loss was making him 
lightheaded and weak), but he wasn't sure 
how smart that would be. He didn't need 
another mistake to land him in deeper trouble. 

He did his best to press onward, much to 
his own misfortune. Because dead ahead, the 
trees stopped, as did the ground. In the 
darkness and rain, he hadn’t noticed, and took 


a step too far. His foot dropped six inches 
lower than it should have, and he tumbled 
forward into the wet darkness. 


TREK 


As Gibson took another sharp curve in the 
road, something fell from the cliff side and 
landed ahead of him. He hit his brakes hard 
and swerved into the other lane where, 
luckily, no one was approaching. For a 
moment, he caught his breath, thinking it had 
been a minor rockslide. But then he saw one 
of the two bundles (the much larger one) 
begin to move in the beam of his headlights. 

Gibson yanked free his sidearm, realizing 
it was a person, and swung open the car door 
to let in the inviting rain. He had an idea who 
this unlucky bastard must have been, and 
yelled, “Put your hands up!” as he stepped 
onto the slick road. 

Hart climbed to his feet awkwardly and 
stumbled to the side. The bundle beside him 
was a fallen pack of supplies. In the light, with 
Hart now standing, Gibson could officially 
identify the man as his suspect. 

“T said put those fucking hands up, 


Matthew!” 

His suspect, injured, fell onto his pack 
and grunted. 

Gibson watched him closely and inched 
forward with his weapon raised. 


TRIKE 


Breathing heavily atop his pack of food, Hart 
realized he had two options left to him. One 
was to run, and risk being shot in the back; 
the other involved pulling the dead deputy's 
firearm from his pack and shoot first. He knew 
just where to find it amongst his things. He'd 
moved it to the top of his bag when leaving 
the house, just in case. All he had to do was 
unzip the pack and pull it out. 

But the officer (whoever he was) had him 
in his sights and was probably ready to shoot 
Hart the moment he made a wrong move. 

What else can I do? he thought. Jf I pull, at 
least I have a chance of surviving the night. 

He pretended to groan as he readjusted 
himself atop the bag. When he did so, he 
placed a hand onto the pack's zipper and 
slowly lowered it. In the pounding rain, even 
he couldn't hear it. 


“Get the fuck up! I won't say it again!” 
the silhouette yelled from the _ blinding 
headlights. 

Hart felt the grip of the Glock in his 
shaking hand, and welcomed himself to see 
red. Just as Robin taught him years earlier. 


TRIKE 


Gibson was taking another slight step forward 
when Hart suddenly rolled onto his back and 
raised a gun. In the same instant Hart pulled 
his trigger, Gibson cocked himself to the left 
as a dodging reflex. Though the bullet skinned 
his arm, it wasn't the sort of wound to stop 
him in his tracks; the same moment he felt the 
burn, he pulled his own trigger. Hart's head 
briefly vanished behind a crimson mist before 
awkwardly slouching backward in the falling 
rain. 

“Motherfucker,” Gibson breathed, 
lowering his firearm, and approaching Hart's 
body. He tapped it roughly with his shoe and 
saw for a fact that Hart was a goner; his face 
had caved in from the shot. His brains were 
littering the rain-streaked road behind him. 

From both directions of the road, sirens 


were approaching. Gibson looked back at his 
vehicle, and saw that he was split between 
both lanes, blocking the way. That would be 
just fine, because this was their place to stop 
anyway. He left the corpse of Matthew Hart 
and began waving his hands in preparation of 
the squad car taking the curve ahead. Behind 
his own vehicle, another was already slowing 
to a stop in the rain. 

“We got him, boys!” Gibson called out 
through the rain, though no one could hear 
him and knew it. “We got him.” 


TRIKE 


{Tweet by the Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation} 


TBI 
@TBInvestigation 


The manhunt for Matthew Hart has been 
concluded. The murder suspect was killed in a 
standoff with authorities after firing at U-S. 
Marshal Woody Gibson on Brother Mountain 
Road. 

8:18 PM—June 14, 2018 
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Manhunt Comes to a Close; Matthew Hart Killed 
in Gunfight 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 8:55 p.m. ET June 14,2018 


BROTHER MOUNTAIN ROAD—Around 8 this 
evening, the manhunt for murder _ suspect 
Matthew Hart came to an end when U.S. Marshal 
Woody Gibson located Hart on Brother Mountain 
Road. Currently, details are sparse, but according 
to the TBI, a gunfight ensued, leaving Marshal 
Gibson injured and Matthew Hart deceased. 


Matthew Hart was identified on surveillance as 
the man who shot and killed Sergeant Kelly 
Fogel earlier this morning. It was also later 
discovered that he had killed his landlord, Tyler 
Parks, at his trailer home back in 
Tommyknockers. 


The manhunt lasted much of the day, slowed by 
Hart taking a truck driver at gunpoint into 
Helvetica, where he then dashed into the woods 
to hide from authorities. 


The Blue Alert issued by TBI has since been 


receded. 


eighteen (part 3) 


2000 


W.. Robin stepped into her 


bedroom to strip out of her clothes and 
shower, she was startled to find Hart sitting at 
her bedside, waiting for her. 

“Jesus. You got the drop on me,” she 
said, locking the door behind her. “Good thing 
you're on my side.” 

“You told me to meet you here after.” 

“T know. I just expected you to knock 
first.” She removed her shirt and pulled down 


her pants. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. 

“Tve got to clean off. Want to join me?” 

“Maybe.” 

She stood before him and placed a hand 
beneath his chin, raising his gaze from her 
midsection to her eyes. “What’s up, Matthew?” 

“Youre in trouble, aren’t you?” 

“Well, yeah. A bit.” 

“With the boss?” 

“Sort of.” 

“Tf not him, then who? Ricky?” 

She nodded. 

“But why? I thought you were in charge 
of him.” 

“T am. Or was. That might have 
changed...” 

“Why?” 

“Ricky and Fenton are family. And Ricky 
has been badmouthing me for some time, it 
seems.” She removed her underwear and took 
Hart’s hand, guiding him into the bathroom 
with her. As she turned on the shower and let 
it run, she turned to him and lifted off his 
shirt. “He’s jealous, you know.” 

Hart allowed her to remove his shirt 
before asking, “Jealous of what?” 


“Of us. Has been since the beginning. It’s 
just...grown with time. I think he hates me 
now. So, he’s been telling Fenton lies for 
months.” Her hands fell to Hart’s jeans, which 
she pulled down a moment later. 

“Why not string him along?” Hart asked. 

She met his eyes and blindly pulled back 
the shower curtain for them to step into the 
raining water. “You want me to fuck him and 
make him think he’s special?” 

“Tf that could save your life, then yeah.” 

She smiled and patted him on the chest. 
“T'd rather kill him before he kills me first.” 

Hart followed her into the shower and 
said, “You think he’d do that?” 

“T think he’s been given the option if he 
so chooses.” 

“Huh?” 

“T think Fenton told him it was okay to 
kill me if Ricky decides he wants my job.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

She shrugged and ducked her head under 
the hot stream of water. “Call it a hunch. You 
saw the meeting. What did you think of it?” 

“It looked like Ricky was_ hiding 
something in his pockets.” 

She laughed a little and said, “Well, sure. 


He had a switchblade in his hand, ready to cut 
my throat. I know him well enough to say that 
with certainty. But, for whatever reason, 
Fenton didn’t give the command.” 

“So, you're safe.” 

“No, baby, no.” She placed her hands 
against his chest and nibbled along his 
collarbone. “We should leave before it’s too 
late.” 

Hart was quiet for a minute. He held 
Robin close as he considered a number of 
questions flooding his mind. Finally, he asked, 
“What is SZLALAJKO?” 

“You mean who.” 

“What?” 

“Szalajko is my name. Robin Szalajko.” 

“Tt is?” 

“You didn’t figure that out? After all 
these years?” 

Hart took a step back from her embrace, 
wounded. He knew he wasn’t the smartest, but 
he thought she held him in higher regard. But 
her tone has been cruel. 

“Tm sorry,” she said, as if sensing danger. 
“That was shitty of me.” 

“You're the name from that folder?” 

“Tam.” 


“Why? Who did I take that from?” 

“A reporter. Someone that had started 
tracking me and was ready to feed the police 
my information.” 

“Tracking you?” 

“[’ve been working for Fenton since I was 
fourteen. ’m not from here originally. Much 
like Ricky, I came from out of state.” 

Hart was angry. He didn’t want to admit 
it, but it was clear when he forced Robin aside 
to allow him the water. He was shaking. He 
wanted to pretend it was because he was cold 
and needed to warm himself. But Robin knew 
better. 

“Don’t be like that, Matthew.” 

“How did taking that folder and 
computer stop the reporter from turning you 
in?” he asked, ignoring her. 

“Tt didn’t. It just confirmed my 
suspicions.” 

“About what?” 

She sighed. “About being _ tracked, 
Matthew. People aren’t supposed to know who 
I am or that I’m living here.” 

“How come he hasn’t done it?” 

“Done what? Turn me in?” 

“Right.” 


“Well, she is dead. That’s why.” 

“How?” 

“How do you think, Matthew? Ricky got 
to her.” 

He turned away from Robin and allowed 
the water to run down his face. He sputtered 
against it but wanted the scorch, maybe even 
needed it. The bees were starting to take flight. 
But he didn’t want to see red. So, he distracted 
himself with the heat of the shower, turning 
the nozzle further to the right. 

Robin hissed and took another step back. 
“Jesus, Matthew. That’s too hot.” 

Hart took several deep breaths and 
lowered the temperature once more. When he 
turned back to face her, Robin was startled by 
how blushed his face looked now that he’d 
slightly burned it. 

“Fuck, are you okay?” 

He shrugged. “What’s the plan here?” 

“T prepared you for it already.” 

“What is it, Robin?” 

“T want you to take care of Ricky. I want 
you to send a message to Fenton.” 

Hart swallowed hard and took another 
series of deep breaths. “Wouldn’t that just 
make him come after you? You said they were 


related.” 

“Ricky is his nephew. And no, it wouldn’t 
make Fenton come after me.” 

“How come?” 

“Because Fenton respects bold decisions. 
He respects displays of strength and, well... 
violence.” 

“Even so...killing his nephew would be 
personal.” 

“To some degree, sure. By blood, yes. But 
this world is different from the one you think 
you know. I never put you in too deep. I’ve 
kept you flirting on the outskirts.” She 
grabbed him by the shoulders and directed 
him to her old place, allowing her the water 
once more. Hart didn’t struggle against her 
hands. He felt numb. 

“Killing Fenton’s nephew isn’t personal,” 
she continued. “It would be regarded highly.” 

“So, why not do it yourself?” Hart 
growled. “Why have me do it?” 

“Do you love me, Matthew?” 

He looked at her. Really looked at her. 
She was beautiful, especially dripping wet. But 
she could be condescending and demanding. 
Did he love her? He wasn’t sure. 

“If Ricky attacks you and I’m there...I 


can’t imagine turning away from it,” he said 
finally. 

“Meaning?” 

“T would kill him. I think.” 

“T guess that will have to do,” she said, 
squeezing shampoo into her palm and running 
it through her hair. “It could be tonight, just 
so you know.” 

“Really?” 

“Matthew...he might be inside the house 
this very minute looking to take advantage of 
me showering, defenseless. I doubt he knows 
you're here, though. I didn’t. So, just in case, 
why don’t you shut your mouth and keep 
quiet. He could be here any moment.” 

Hart obeyed. He listened closely to the 
world outside the bathroom and wondered if 
he should grab a towel. When there was a 
faint creak of a floorboard somewhere in the 
house, Hart went ahead and stepped out of the 
shower as quietly as possible. He looked back 
at Robin and saw that she was watching him 
with interest. She knew what was coming but 
didn’t stop bathing. 

That twinkle in her eye was there. 

She was excited. 

Hart quickly dried his legs and feet to 
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avoid slipping on the tiled floor, and then 
tossed aside the towel. As quietly as he could 
manage, he took a knee beside the sink and 
checked its cabinet for anything of use. 

Another creak, this time from the 
bedroom door slowly opening. 

There was nothing but bottles of 
shampoo and _ conditioner and_ cleanser 
beneath the sink. He supposed he could use 
one to blind Ricky, but what if the asshole 
started shooting his gun with his eyes closed? 
What good would that do him or Robin? 

As he stood, Hart placed a hand against 
the towel bar along the wall. He noticed it was 
loose in his grip. He tightened his fist around 
it and flexed his arm. The bathroom door 
opened. 

A familiar, cocky voice shouted, “Yo, 
Robin! Surprise!” 

Hart immediately tore the bar out the 
wall and swung it sideways into Ricky’s face. 
It made an impact with his grin, shattering his 
teeth and jaw loudly, and knocking him 
backward into the bedroom. 

Hart stepped into the doorway just as a 
bullet was fired into the bathroom. It removed 
a small triangle of cartilage from his ear as he 


zipped by. Hart howled in pain as he gripped 
the frame of the doorway. 

Inside, his head quickly filled with 
swarming bees and his vision bled red. 

Hart took the towel rod forward and 
broke Ricky’s hand just as the would-be 
assassin raised his pistol to take another shot. 
The gun fell away from Ricky as he grabbed 
his crushed hand and screamed. But Hart 
heard none of it; all sound had ceased for him. 
There was only a high-pitched whine and the 
buzzing of bees between his ears. 

The rod went up and then back down 
again. And again. And again. This continued 
for a minute or longer. He couldn’t be sure. He 
didn’t stop swinging until a gentle hand 
tentatively placed itself against his backside. 
He spun in place, bar raised to continue his 
fight, when a set of lips pressed firmly against 
his. The moment brought Hart a wave of déja 
vu. 

His fury began to fade, as did the buzzing 
sound in his head. When he opened his eyes 
next, he saw that Robin was against him, 
naked and dripping wet. He was covered in 
blood. Robin shoved him clumsily over Ricky’s 
corpse and onto the bed. As she climbed onto 


him and bit into his shoulder, he craned his 
neck to see the floor. Ricky was there, though 
his body could have belonged to anyone now; 
his face was gone, caved in, and reduced to a 
mush in the crater of his skull. 

Robin forced his face back to hers and 
kissed him again, deeply and with passionate 
force. 

If there was such a thing as making love, 
this was the closest Hart ever came to it. 


TERK 


Later that night, once they’d showered again 
(this time to remove the blood), Robin 
bandaged Hart’s ear and told him she needed 
to grab their emergency bags. 

“What are you talking about?” he asked 
as he gathered his clothes from the bathroom 
floor. 

“We need to burn my house down,” she 
told him. “Look at what’s left of Ricky. I need 
this to go away. And so do you.” 

Hart looked. Ricky’s blood and gore had 
seeped into the carpet. There was no getting 
rid of it. Not all of it. Ricky would always 
remain in this house as long as it remained 


standing. 

“Where will you go?” Hart asked. 

“Pve had a, what do you call it? An 
epiphany, I suppose.” She laughed and 
shrugged it off. “?’m done. I’m leaving. Fenton 
can fuck himself.” 

“You’re going to hide? I thought you said 
he wouldn’t take this personally.” 

“He won’t. But I don’t want any part of 
this life anymore. This was enough to open my 
eyes, you know?” She stepped into the closet 
and returned with two large duffel bags 
stuffed to the gills. “You could join me, you 
know. In fact, I want you to join me.” 

“Will Fenton be looking for me?” 

She shook her head. “To my knowledge, 
he still knows nothing of you. He may have 
heard your name over the years, but he hears 
many names. We’ve had many recruits, you 
know? He wasn’t aware of our relationship. 
He couldn’t possibly know you killed Ricky. 
And if he did, it would only work in your 
favor, I think. So, no—I don’t believe he’d ever 
come looking for you. But you know...if you 
love me, you should join me.” She held out 
her hand to him. 

Hart stared at Robin’s gentle palm for a 


long minute, considering her offer. Finally, he 
asked, “Do you love me?” 

Robin dropped her hand and licked her 
lips. “I don’t know if I’ve ever loved anybody, 
to be completely honest.” 

“Youre a bit of a ghost, aren’t you?” 

“T was before that reporter. Now I’m a 
rumor.” 

Hart sighed. “I don’t think I could leave 
my mother. She needs me.” 

Robin took a deep breath and picked up 
her duffel bags once more. “Well...let’s get the 
fuck out of here so I can burn it all down 
then.” 


TROKIK 


The blaze was hypnotizing. Hart watched until 
sirens sounded in the distance. When he 
turned to say goodbye to Robin, he realized 
she was long gone, as was her car. When had 
she left him? Did it really matter? 

He returned to the trees where his bike 
was hidden. When he surfaced from the 
opposite end of the woods, several streets 
away, he got onto his seat and rode home. 

He’d killed someone. He couldn’t shake 


that feeling of finality from inside his chest. 
He didn’t want to ever do it again. 


absence 


2018 


A... Richardson read the paper— 


Matthew Hart being the front-page story—and 
shook her head, a cigarette dangling from 
between her lips. 

Her roommate, Tammy, sat opposite her 
at the dining table, eating her breakfast. She 
observed Agatha with some amusement and 
said, “What's got you so interested? You never 
read them things.” 

“Remember that guy I would fuck from 


time to time?” Agatha began. “The one off the 
clock. He was big and hairy and a bit simple.” 

Her roommate nodded with a spoonful of 
cereal paused before her lips. “Yeah, he hit on 
me a couple times.” 

“I'm not surprised,” Agatha said, turning 
the front of the paper around to show her 
roommate the leading story: MANHUNT FOR 
MATTHEW HART ENDS IN GUNFIGHT. 

“That was him?” 

Agatha nodded. “Sure is. Or was, I 
mean.” 

“He dead?” 

“Sure is.” 

“Shit,” her roommate said, shaking her 
head. “What he do?” 

“Killed his landlord and a cop.” 

“Why did he do that?” 

Agatha laughed lightly and let the paper 
fall to the dirty floor. Shrugging, she said, 
“Because he was never really in control. None 
of us are.” 


crossing the line 


2018 


G.... grumbled when his phone began 


to vibrate atop the hotel nightstand. He rolled 
away from the dispatcher he’d bedded and 
snatched the device from its charger. He took 
the incoming call in the bathroom for privacy. 
It was the Chief Deputy Marshal, Alan 
Cranson. 

“Sir?” 

“Gibson, you're still in Tommyknockers, 
correct?” 


“Close enough. Helvetica.” 

“Good.” 

Gibson leaned onto the sink and 
examined himself in the large bathroom 
mirror. He looked as exhausted as he felt. 
“Why is that good, sir?” 

“Your manhunt for Matthew Hart 
contracted a lot of attention nationwide.” 

“Okay.” 

“An old friend of Hart’s was rushing to 
his aid. But she didn’t make it in time. 
Obviously.” 

“She, sir?” 

“Robin Szalajko,” Cranson_ explained. 
“Girl’s been in the wind for years. Honestly, 
we thought she was dead, probably murdered. 
Her old boss, Fenton, wasn’t the forgiving 
type.” 

“T don’t know these names, Alan.” 

“Well, I’m telling them to you. Someone 
tortured an officer just outside 
Tommyknockers. To death, mind you. Just a 
few hours ago, but you know how it is—we 
don’t sit back and wait for fingerprints to get 
analyzed.” 

“You jumped the line, you mean?” 

“Fuck the que. Another officer has been 


murdered.” 

“And you got a match on the prints?” 

“Just five minutes before I called. They 
belong to Robin, alright. And like I said, she’s 
been missing for a while now.” 

In the bedroom, the dispatcher moaned. 
Gibson checked to make sure she was still 
sleeping before returning to the bathroom and 
shutting the door behind him. 

“Okay. So, I’m not leaving the area then.” 

“That’s right. Robin Szalajko was 
responsible for at least three deaths in the 90s. 
She worked for Robert Fenton from the time 
she was fourteen until her mid-twenties. Then 
she vanished. Until now.” 

Gibson covered his phone and groaned 
with annoyance. He just wanted to sleep. Hart 
was dead. Job well done. Now was the time 
for rest. But he wasn’t going to get it. Another 
manhunt was about to go underway. 

Shit. 

“Gibson?” 

“Yeah, I’m here.” 

“Get over to the Helvetica station. Ill 
forward the information there for you to pick 
up securely.” 

Gibson returned his eyes to his reflection. 


“Yes, sir.” 

“Don’t lose her, Woody. She’s a tricky 
one. Slippery. And she’s just crossed the line. 
One officer dead. Could be more if she didn’t 
learn what she wanted from the first one. And, 
as I’m sure you’ve guessed, she’s out for 
revenge. This is no longer a rescue mission for 
her, because you killed her ex. Chances are 
she’s looking for your ass as we speak.” 

Gibson sighed and took a step back from 
the mirror. He was naked and stinking of sex. 
“Wonderful,” he said, running a hand down 
his face and turning on the shower behind 
him. “Let me clean myself up first. Then [ll 
kill her.” 
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horror desire.” Andrew Robert of DarkLit Press, 
reviewing Horrific Holidays 


“...a feast for the eyes...sure, you might leave 
with a few scratches or a bee sting, but it’s worth 
it.” Sadie Hartmann, author of 101 Horror Books 
to Read Before You’re Murdered, in her Foreword 
to Blackberry Blood: A Dark Selection of Poetry 
and Fiction 


“...a great collection of disturbing and bloody 
things...” Jonathan Tripp, author of Bloody April 
Fools, reviewing Horrific Holidays 


“Damn. That's the only thing I thought when I 
finished this short collection. Merchant has got 
some TALENT in his writing!” H. Everend, author 
of Cursed Legacy, reviewing Damned Hunger: 
Four Terrors 


Books By This 
Author 


Sickness is in Season 


",..a frightfully good collection that puts his fevered imagination 
and ability to deliver horror across a variety of genres on full 
display." Jeremy Hepler, Bram Stoker nominated author of Sunray 
Alice 


“Gruesome, funny...brims with a variety of unimaginable 
horrors...” Micah Castle, author of The Abyss Beyond the Reflection 


It is spreading, 
Consuming, 

And destroying us all. 
Can you see it? 

Hear it? Feel it? 


Sickness is in Season brings 23 more horror stories from Aiden 
Merchant, author of the grizzly Horrific Holidays collection, Dead 
as Soon as Born, Documenting Dreadful Existences, and more. 


EXCERPT: 

Callie hurries toward the front door and throws it open, determined 
to leave one way or another. But she only makes it six steps outside 
before she feels drawn back to the cabin once more. It drains her 


somehow, leaving her weak mentally and physically. She stumbles 
back inside with wet, irritated eyes, and falls to her knees. Her body 
is screaming for nourishment, but there’s no food here. Besides, it’s 
not food she wants. It’s the house. She wants to be here and 
nowhere else. ~ Excerpt from “Starving Against the Pull" 


Blackberry Blood: A Dark 
Selection of Poetry and Fiction 


Blackberry Blood is the debut anthology from LGBTQA+ run 
publisher Snow-Capped Press, edited by Aiden Merchant (author of 
Sickness is in Season and Horrific Holidays) and Julia Lewis 
(Curiosity Bought the Book). It features a dark selection of short 
stories and poems from writers you need to know in the genre of 
emotional turmoil and horror. The cover art was done by the 
brilliant Gemma Amor (author of White Pines and Dear Laura), and 
the Foreword was written by Mother Horror herself, Sadie 
Hartmann. 


Horrific Holidays 


",,.s0 damn good." ~ Andrew Robert of DarkLit Press and Horror 
Oasis 


"Aiden Merchant was asked for something bloodier and boy did he 
deliver..." ~ Erica Robyn of TruBorn Design and 
EricaRobynReads.com 


".,.those with weaker stomachs might want to steer clear of this 
one." ~ Amazon reviewer 


Cannibalistic grocery baggers...violently jealous lovers...pain- 
bringing cultists...dangerous neo-traditionalists...praise-seeking 
teens...and hungry children await... 


Horrific Holidays collects stories of terror from New Year's Eve, 


Valentine's Day, Easter, Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. 


The Blinds 


This world—and the others that exist on different planes and time— 
have numerous running stories of treachery, evil, deceit, magic, and 
exhaustion. Some lines are bending and twisting with others. Some 
universes are eating away at themselves and opening pathways to 
other realms. In this series of series, of which I’ve titled 
Documenting Dreadful Existences, I have tracked down stories that 
follow the demons that manipulate us, dimensional rips that 
transport us elsewhere in place and time, and the dangerous world 
that has been taken back by Mother Earth. 


WELCOME TO THE BLINDS 


Here, you'll find: 

Portals to new worlds and dimensions... 
Access points to time travel and loops... 
Debilitating impairment and confusion... 
Crumbling timelines that echo and shatter... 


Nothing is stable. 


The Corner Masters 


This world—and the others that exist on different planes and time— 
have numerous running stories of treachery, evil, deceit, magic, and 
exhaustion. Some lines are bending and twisting with others. Some 
universes are eating away at themselves and opening pathways to 
other realms. In this series of series, of which I’ve titled 
Documenting Dreadful Existences, I have tracked down stories that 
follow the demons that manipulate us, dimensional rips that 
transport us elsewhere in place and time, and the dangerous world 
that has been taken back by Mother Earth. 


WATCH THE SHADOWS 


The Corner Masters are magical beings of another realm. For a time, 
they were tasked with watching our world and progress. Now, 
they’ve deemed us unworthy. Lost causes. They’ll have their fun. 
And then end us all. 


In the stories that follow, you’ll find three different Masters. Those 
in black cloaks represent trickery and the afterlife. Yellow cloaks 
are curious and observant, often conducting experiments with us at 
the forefront. The High Masters wear green and are fueled by chaos 
and violence. 
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Aiden Merchant is the author of more than a 
hundred stories spanning numerous 
collections, including Sickness is in Season, 
Documenting Dreadful Existences, Dead as Soon 
as Born, Kill for Them, and his extreme horror 
debut Horrific Holidays. He is also the author 
of several novellas and screenplays. In late 
2021, he published and edited Milk Teeth by 
Andrew Post, as well as a dark fiction 
anthology Blackberry Blood, which he worked 
on with author Julia C. Lewis. His short fiction 
has appeared in Wild Violence, Pulp Harvest, 
and Slice of Paradise. 


